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ABSTRACT
The major avan t-garde  d ram a tis ts  i n  France a re  in te r e s te d  in  
th e  fundam ental man beneath  h is  s o c ia l  id e n t i ty .  Io n e sc o 's  th e a tre i  
i n  p a r t i c u la r ,  i s  concerned w ith cond itioned  human b e in g s , whose 
h a b i t s ,  bo th  p h y sic a l and m ental, a re  formed fo r  them, ify purpose in  
t h i s  study i s  to  examine Io n e sc o 's  views on the in d iv id u a l’ s r e la t io n  
to  h is  s o c ia l  i d e n t i ty  and to  h is  in n e r  s e l f .
The f i r s t  c h a p te r , "M arriage and D om estic ity ,"  deals  w ith  th e  
ro le  of th e  fam ily  in  the  fo rm ation  of the  in d iv id u a l 's  id e n t i ty ,  
showing how h is  behav io r i s  c o n tro l le d , h is  d ec is io n s  a re  fo rce d , h is  
freedom of expression  i s  den ied , and even h is  em otional responses a re  
m odified by the  fam ily . In  the  second c h ap te r , "S ocial D uties and 
D aily  R outine," one sees how Ionesco draws our a t te n t io n  to  the  sheer 
m echanical r i t u a l  o f l iv in g ,  which fu r th e r  se p a ra te s  man from h im se lf . 
Man becomes id e n t i f i e d  w ith  h is  so c ia l m ilie u , h is  fu n c tio n , and h is  
p o sse ss io n s .
The ch ap ter "S oc ia l Conformity and I n te l le c tu a l  Tyranny" 
d isc u sse s  ways i n  which th e  in d iv id u a l 's  m ental h a b its  a re  a lso  formed 
fo r  him. Ionesco exposes what he c a l l s  " la  sc le ro se  m entals 
b o u rg eo ise ,"  which i s  th e  p a ss iv e  acceptance of cllchfes, id 6es reg u es, 
and s lo g an s , which take th e  p lace of r e a l  thought and genuine 
communication. He sees as even more dangerous th e  a c tiv e  d ire c tio n  
of th e  mind by schools of thought and p o l i t i c a l  id e o lo g ie s . To him,
iv
any kind of d ire c te d  thought l im i ts  the  mind and b lin d s  i t  from 
p e rce iv in g  r e a l i t y  i n  any o th e r  way. He expresses* in  Rhinoceros* 
the  id e a  th a t  people who fo llow  id e o lo g ie s  i n  order to  conform a re  
reduced to  un th ink ing  c re a tu re s  w ithou t a conscience .
The fo u r th  c h a p te r , "A lien a tio n , M alaise, and th e  Search f o r  
I d e n t i ty ,"  d ea ls  w ith  Io n e sc o 's  id ea  th a t  th e  in d iv id u a l, by g iv ing  
f u l l  a t te n t io n  to  th e  e x te r io r  world* lo se s  what i s  e s s e n t ia l  i n  h is  
b a s ic  n a tu re . Consequently he does no t develop h is  f u l l  c a p a b i l i t i e s ,  
and the  r e s u l t  i s  a m alaise  and a search  f o r  what Ionesco  r e f e r s  to  
as "une dimension perdue ."  The in d iv id u a l does n o t f e e l  a t  one w ith  
h is  id e n t i ty  and looks fo r  h is  l o s t  s e l f  in  h is  childhood memories 
and in  h is  dream w orld. He t r i e s  to  r e l a te  to  th e  m a te ria l w orld , 
h is  ro u tin e  l i f e ,  and th e  outlooks of h is  so c ie ty , b u t a l l  t h i s  f a i l s  
to  give him th e  " lo s t  dimension" th a t  he i s  look ing  fo r .
The f i f t h  c h a p te r , "Man's Basic Nature and th e  In n e r l i f e , "  
examines what Ionesco suggests th e  in d iv id u a l beneath  h is  so c ia l  
id e n t i ty  m ight be . I t  i s  ev iden t th a t  Ionesco  tre a s u re s  th e  n a tu ra l  
man uncorrupted  by h is  s o c ia l  m ilie u  and th a t  he w ishes to  awaken 
p e o p le 's  minds to  the  p o t e n t i a l i t i e s  of e x is te n c e . He c a l l s  fo r  t o t a l  
l i b e r ty  of thought and a new awareness of r e a l i t y .  He expresses the  
id ea  th a t  one reg a in s  h is  b a s ic  s e l f  by e x e rc is in g  h is  f u l l  
c a p a b i l i t i e s ,  and he cau tio n s  th a t  people m ight lo s e  a l l  t h e i r  powers 
i f ,  by subm itting  to  a m echanical way of l i f e ,  they do no t use them. 
Ionesco  a lso  suggests th a t  a r t i s t i c  c re a tio n  and th e  e x e rc ise  o f th e  
im agination  a re  ways to  re g a in  p a r t  o f o n e 's  l o s t  s e l f .  He b e lie v e s  
t h a t ,  by heeding th e  demands of th e  in n e r l i f e ,  the  in d iv id u a l can
recapture h is equilibrium as a v i t a l  human being.
v i
INTRODUCTION
I d e n t i ty  i s  a v i t a l  concept, and one which hae in c reas in g  
v a lu e  in  our changing so c ie ty . The meaning of the  word i t s e l f  i s  
e sp e c ia l ly  p e r t in e n t  to  th is  study . I n  the Oxford E nglish  D ic tionary  
id e n t i ty  i s  de fin ed  a s :
(1) The q u a l i ty  or c o n d itio n  of being  the  same in  
substance , com position, n a tu re , p ro p e r t ie s ,  or in  
p a r t ic u la r  q u a l i t ie s  under c o n s id e ra tio n ; ab so lu te  
o r e s s e n t ia l  sameness; oneness.
(2 ) The sameness o f a  person  or th in g  a t  a l l  tim es or i n  
a l l  c ircum stances; th e  c o n d itio n  or f a c t  th a t  a person  
o r th in g  i s  I t s e l f  and no t something e ls e ;  in d iv id u a l i ty ,  
p e rs o n a l i ty .
In  th is  work i t  i s  no t i n  th e  l i t e r a l  meaning of "sameness" th a t  th e
term  w il l  be used, b u t in  i t s  a l te r n a t iv e  meaning of p e rs o n a lity  and
In d iv id u a li ty .
I d e n t i ty ,  a lthough a fre q u e n tly  used concept, i s  a lso  an 
emerging id e a . I t  i s  in te r e s t in g  to  note th a t  a committee on world 
m ental h e a lth  could no t agree on a u n if ie d  convention of use fo r  the  
term  id e n t i ty  or f o r  any of i t s  r e la te d  te rm s.^  N evertheless the  
group found i t s  in v e s tig a t io n  en lig h ten in g , and produced an in te r e s t in g  
and Inform ative stuqy of the  concept, d e sc rib in g  id e n t i ty  as "an 
anchorage o f the  s e l f  in  the  s o c ia l  m a tr ix ."  I t  i s  a p e rso n ’s p ro p erty  
which i s  in a l ie n a b le  and, i t  might be argued, i s  needed only when he i s
^Kenneth Soddy ( e d .) ,  Iden t i t y ;  U ental Health and Value Systems 
(Chicago; Quadrangle Books, 1 ^ 6 l) , p . 3 .
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a member of a  group. The fo rm ation  of one’s id e n t i ty  in c lu d e s  the  
s e p a ra tio n  of th e  r e s t  o f th e  w orld from th e  s e l f ,  and th e re fo re  
in v o lv es  the  fo rm ation  of a concep t of th e  w orld as w ell as o f th e  
s e l f .  As a c h i ld ,  an in d iv id u a l id e n t i f i e s  h im se lf w ith  h is  p a re n ts ;  
as he grows o ld e r  h is  i d e n t i f i c a t io n  p e r ta in s  more to  th e  system s of 
v a lu es  and way o f l i f e  o f h is  s o c ie ty .  Loyalty  to  a group, such as 
one’s immediate s o c ia l  group, or th e  people  of h is  d i s t r i c t  o r co u n try , 
and the  e x te n t to  which th e  in d iv id u a l f e e l s  re sp o n s ib le  fo r  what o th e r  
people do , a re  in d ic a t io n s  o f h is  degree of i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  w ith  th o se  
peo p le . The group to  which th e  in d iv id u a l  r e f e r s  h is  behav io r o f te n  
p rov ides a  s tan d ard  of conduct. I n  some s o c ie t ie s ,  e s p e c ia l ly  in  those  
which have been term ed ’’c losed  va lue  sy s tem s,” th e re  i s  a  s tro n g  
p re ssu re  to  decrease  in d iv id u a l i ty .2
An im p o rtan t q u e s tio n  i n  r e l a t i o n  to  th e  concept o f id e n t i ty  
i s :  how a re  in d iv id u a ls  id e n t i f ie d ?  There a re  two p a r ts  to  t h i s
q u e s tio n : (1) How does the  in d iv id u a l  id e n t i fy  h im self?  and (2)
How i s  he id e n t i f i e d  by o th e rs?  I n  e la b o ra tio n  of th e  f i r s t  q u e s tio n  
one might ask : w^th what does an in d iv id u a l id e n t i fy  h im self?  To
what e x te n t does he id e n t i fy  w ith  h is  b e lo n g in g s, h is  fam ily , h is  
co un try , and h is  so c ie ty ?  In  e la b o ra tio n  of th e  second q u e s tio n , th a t  
o f being  i d e n t i f i e d  by o th e rs , one f in d s  h im self concerned w ith  la b e ls -— 
th e  d e s ig n a tio n  o f th e  in d iv id u a l by o thers-—and of th e  In d iv id u a l 's  
accep tance o r non-acceptance of h is  i d e n t i ty .^
^ Ib id . ,  pp . 5- 2kr passim . 
•^ Ib id ., pp . 25- 27, passim .
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Of a l l  th e  f a c e ts  o f id e n t i ty ,  perhaps those of th e  in d iv id u a l 
and h is  s o c ia l  environment and t h e i r  in te r r e la t io n s h ip  a re  most 
im p o rtan t. This r e la t io n s h ip ,  i n  many r e s p e c ts ,  i s  n o t a s a t is f a c to r y  
one. One's s o c ia l  l i f e  tak e s  precedence over h is  in n e r  l i f e ,  and th e  
r e a l  man i s  hidden behind h is  s o c ia l  i d e n t i ty .  Gut what i s  t h i s  
fundam ental s e l f ?  The w r i te r s  of the  avan t-garde  th e a tre  in  France 
of th e  19$0 ' s  and ea rly  1960 ' s  a re  concerned p re c is e ly  w ith  t h i s  
q u e s tio n . D eep-seated in  th ese  w r ite r s  i s  th e  idea  th a t  th e  so c ia l  
scheme has been superimposed on the  fundam ental man, and they  are  
concerned w ith  te a r in g  away the  s o c ia l  e d if ic e  in  o rder to  re v e a l what 
l i e s  b en ea th .^
There i s  lik e w ise  a common s p i r i t  m otivating  th e  avan t-garde  
w r i te r s ,  a s p i r i t  of r e v o l t  a g a in s t th e  acceptance by th e  m ajo rity  of 
people o f the  conventions of so c ie ty , o f the  hollowness of language, 
and the  lack  of genuine communication. I n  many ways th e  p lays of th e  
avan t-garde  have a d e s tru c tiv e  r o le ;  they destroy  our o r ie n ta t io n  to  
so c ie ty  so th a t  we can r e - e s ta b l i s h  something more s o l id  on th ese  
ru in s .  They want man to  see h is  c o n d itio n  fac e  to  fac e  and become 
more aware of h is  r e s p o n s ib i l i t ie s  as an in d iv id u a l.^
A ll of th e  p lays of the  "absu rd ,"  i n  one way o r ano ther, a re
concerned w ith  th e  b asic  s i tu a t io n  of man. They p re se n t th e  image of
man trapped  by h is  human c o n d itio n , c u t o f f  from h is  fe llo w  man,
l*From a seminar le c tu re  by Dr. C alv in  H. Evans on the  Avant-
Garde Drama, L ouisiana S ta te  U n iv e rs ity , 1963.
^ Ib id .
u
unable to  communicate or to  understand  what i s  happening to  him.®
Leonard Pronko w r ite s  th a t  th e  avan t-garde  d ra m a tis ts , i n  re tu rn in g  to  
a more p r im itiv e  th e a tr e ,  a re  a lso  re tu rn in g  to  "man, r a th e r  than  
s o c ie ty , as th e  c e n te r  o f the  dram atic u n i v e r s e . T h e s e  w r ite r s  r e j e c t  
sc ien ce  and conven tiona l psychology in  o rder to  g e t to  th e  b asic  man 
beyond. The s o c ia l  sc ien ces can give us a procedure fo r  d ea lin g  w ith  
human fu n c tio n s  in  our s o c ie ty  and give us ways to  see ourse lves in  
our h i s t o r i c a l  c o n te x t. They can c la s s i f y  ev ery th in g , except what 
R. J .  Kaufmann r e f e r s  to  as " the  r e s id u a l ,  unexercised  in n e r se lf ."®
The avan t-garde  d ram a tis ts  t r y  to  reach  th e  sp e c ta to r  d i r e c t ly  through 
h is  fundam ental r e f le x e s ,  which i s  th e i r  way of a tta c k in g  the  
e s ta b lis h e d  o rder of our d a ily  ro u tin e , though ts , em otions, and w ords.^ 
Hence, th e  d e lir iu m  and d iso rd e r  of t h e i r  p la y s , which u p se t our 
f a m il ia r  w orld and le a d , through a b su rd ity , to  t e r r o r ,  b u t a lso  to  a 
re -exam ination  of o u r s e lv e s .^
These w r i te r s  a ls o  w ish to  give back to  th e  th e a tre  i t s  p u r i ty  
and l ib e r ty  by a tta c k in g  what they  co n sid e r th e  u n re a l i ty  o f the
6 [Anonymous] , "Dreams of Reason," The Times l i t e r a r y  Supplement, 
August 3 , 1962, p . $$6.
7Leonard C abell Pronko, Avant-Garde: The Experim ental T heater
in  France (B erkeley: U n iv ers ity  o f C a lifo rn ia  l^ e s s ,  1?C>2), p . j .
Q
°R. J .  Kaufmann, "On th e  Newness of the  New Drama," Tulane Drama 
Review, Vol. VI (Sunnier, 1962), 103.
? J .  Lusseyran, "La France, la b a ra to i re  dram atique, de J a r ry  a 
Io n esco ,"  The French Review, Vol. XXXVI (December, 1961), 132.
lO jacques Guicharnaud, "The 1R' E ffe c t ,"  L1E s p r i t  C r^ateu r,
Vol. I I  (W inter, 1962), 161*.
th A itre  du bo u lev ard . -̂1 Each o f th e  major avan t-garde d ram a tis ts  has 
t i l e d  to  c re a te  a p o e tic  language in  order to  make th e  w orld appear 
in  a new lig h t*  a procedure which i s  p a r t  of th e  s u r r e a l i s t  m o v e m e n t . - ^  
T heir s u r r e a l i ty  i s  a c tu a l ly  a kind of ex tension  of the  r e a l i t y  of 
d a ily  l i f e j  t h e i r  work i s  in  some ways a means of d ebana liz ing  the  
b a n a l . ^  One of th e  major re v o lu tio n s  in  th e  avan t-garde th e a tr e  la  
i n  th e  n a tu re  of language. For th e  w r i te r s  o f t h i s  new thea tre*  as 
Jean  Vannier has p o in ted  out* "the th e a t r i c a l  event i s  not p layed  out 
a t  th e  le v e l  o f language i t s e l f . "  They t r y  to  find* beyond words 
worn out and become alm ost m eaningless by usage* a "kind of n a tu ra l 
savage s t a te  of th e  word. The p resen t-d ay  avan t-garde  w rite rs*  
j u s t  as th e  s u r r e a l i s t s  befo re  them* wish to  escape lo g ic  and a 
l im ite d  n o tio n  of r e a l i t y  in  order to  g e t to  a world o f fantasy* 
dreams* and th e  u n u s u a l - a l l  f o r  th e  sake of reach in g  a mure profound 
r e a l i t y . ^
The in flu e n ce  of the s u r r e a l i s t s  on th e  s ta g e , however* was 
alm ost n e g lig ib le  u n t i l  Eugene Ionesco  a rr iv e d  on the  scene in  1950
■^Gaeton P icon, Panorama de l a  nouvelle  l i t e r a t u r e  fra n p a ise  
(P a r is :  Gallimard* I960}, p . 302.
^ W a lla ce  Fow lie, Dionysus i n  P a r is :  A Guide to  Contemporary
French T heater (New York: M eridian“Eooks, IncT , i9 6 0 ), p . 7V*
^M arc Beigbeder* Le ThAStre en France depuis l a  L ib e ra tio n  
(P a r is :  Bor das, 1959), p.TJiT!
-*Ajean V annier, "A Theatre o f Language," Tulane Drama Review, 
Vol. VII (Spring , 1963), l f l l .
^ D e n is  G irard , "L'Anti-ThA&tre d ' Fug&ne Io n esco ,"  Modern 
Languages, Vol. I I  (June, 1959), k8.
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and, using  s u r r e a l i s t i c  tech n iq u es , accomplished what they had f a i le d  
to  ach ieve .^-0 Ionesco , who admits th a t  he has c e r ta in ly  been 
in flu en ced  by su rrea lism , i s ,  according to  P h ilip p e  Soupault, 
considered  by the g re a t su rv iv ing  s u r r e a l i s t s  as th e i r  g re a te s t  
success in  th e  t h e a t r e . ^  Ionesco re p o r ts  th a t  in  the  1952-53 
th e a t r i c a l  season, when S cupau lt, B reton, and Benjamin P6r e t  saw 
h is  p la y s , they to ld  him, in  e f f e c t ,  "V oila ce que nous voulions 
f a i r e l "10
Often a sso c ia ted  w ith  th e  p lays of Eug&ne Ionesco  i s  th e  term 
"m etaphysical f a r c e ,"  which goes back, by way of th e  s u r r e a l i s t s  and 
D ad a is ts , to  A lfred  J a r ry ,  who w rote the f i r s t  one of t h i s  genre.^ 
The "Ubu" p lays a re  fo rerunners  of to d ay 's  avan t-garde  th e a tre  in  
France, and in  p a r t ic u la r  of th e  p lays o f I o n e s c o .^  Ubu-Bci,  along 
w ith  su rre a lism , re p o r ts  Ionesco , was one of th e  "grands chocs 
in te l le c tu a l s "  of h is  you th . Even today , he considers th is  p lay  as 
one of th e  very r a r e  th e a t r i c a l  works. He b e lie v e s  th a t  J a r ry , in  
w ritin g  th i s  " fa rce  g6n ia le ,"  was r e - e s ta b l is h in g  a p rim itiv e  th e a tr e ,  
and thereby  find ing  again  the  essence of drama. Ionesco  says th a t
■^Pronko, og. c i t . ,  p . 10.
^ B d ith  Mora, "Ionesco: 'Le r i r e ?  1 'about!ssem ent d 'u n
d ra m s l ',n Lee Houvelles L itt& ra ire a , December 21:, 1959, p . 9.
l 6Ib id .
R o s e t t e  Lamont, "The Outrageous Io n esco ,"  Horizon, Vol. I l l  
(May, 1961), 89. -----------
^ P ro n k o , op. c i t . ,  p . 6 .
t h i s  i s  what he, i n  b u r  " t r i e d  to  do.*^ Another th e a t r i c a l  work 
which, because of i t s  r e je c t io n  of conven tional forme and id e a s , has 
im pressed Ionesco i s  Ouillaume A p o ll in a ire 's  Lea Mamelles de T lrA slas . ^  
Ionesco s ta te s  th a t  h is  e a rly  p lays were la rg e ly  e x e rc is e s .
"What he was t ry in g  to  do in  th ese  p lay s  was to  s e t  in  motion the  
mechanism o f th e  th e a tr e .  He was aiming fo r  a p u r i ty  of s ty le ,  and 
he wanted to  f r e e  th e  th e a t r i c a l  language from i t s  l i t e r a r y  a sp e c ts .
I n  h is  second p e rio d , he t r i e d  fo r  a k ind of a m p lif ic a tio n  of h is  e a rly  
s ty le ,  in  which o b jec ts  them selves would become a language. He wanted 
to  f in d  a v isu a l language of th e  s ta g e  which would be more d i r e c t ,  more 
shocking, and s tro n g e r than  th a t  of w o rd s .^  The im portan t p lays of 
t h i s  second p eriod  a re  Les C haises, 71ctim es du d e v o ir , and AmAdAe, ou 
Comment s 'e n  dA barrasser. Beginning w ith  Tueur sans gages,  he began 
to  w rite  a more t r a d i t io n a l  kind of p lay , bu t s t i l l  w ith  s u r r e a l i s t i c  
overtones. RhinocAros and Le P i6ton  de l ' a i r  belong to  t h i s  l a t e r  
p e rio d . Of note in  these  p lays i s  th a t  they revolve around one 
p ro ta g o n is t , BArenger, a k ind  of E v e r y m a n ,who i s  a ls o , as Ionesco 
adm itted  in  an in te rv ie w , an a sp ec t of himself. 5̂
I n  many ways Ionesco i s  considered  as th e  spokesman fo r  th e
^ G a b r ie l  d'AubarAde, MUne heure avec Io n esco ,"  Les Nouvelles 
I i t tA r a i r e s , March 8, 1962, p . 1 .
99^ p ro n k o , oj>. c i t . ,  p . 9 .
c i t . ,  p . 91.
^^P eter Gelbard, "P e ter Gelbard in te rv iew s EugAne Ionesco ,"  
Drama Survey, I I I  (Spring , 1963), 29.
^Lamont, og. c i t . , p. 91.
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avan t-garde  th e a t r e ,  p o ss ib ly  s in c e  he has pub lished  more exp lanato ry  
w r i t in g  on th e  avan t-garde  th e a tre  than any o th er contemporary drama­
t i s t . ^  He has made the  s ta tem en t, L*avant-garde, c 'e s t  l a  l ib e r ty .  
He b e liev e s  th a t  the  avan t-garde  theati-e  i s  c o n tr ib u tin g  to  the  
red isco v ery  of th e  l ib e r ty  of a r t i s t i c  c re a tio n , which he says has 
been  su ffe r in g  because of th e  "conventions thfefitrales d ess6ch6e s . N 
I n  h is  im agination , he f e e l s ,  he can f in d  a rea lism  more profound than  
" la  rfealitA  r f t a l i s t e , " f o r ,  as he w r i te s ,  " le  rfialism e [ e a t]  lui-mftne
une s ty l i s a t i o n ,  une mani&re, une convention ccnme le s  a u t r e s ." 2®
Symbolism and su rre a lism , he s t a te s ,  can thus be as r e a l i s t i c  as 
re a lism  or n a tu ra lism : "Le re a lism s , le  n a tu ra lism e v o u la ie n t
6galement fetendre l e  domains du rfte l ou en r6v61er des a sp ec ts  
nouveaux, encore inconnus. Le symbolisme e t ,  p lu s ta r d ,  l e  s u r -  
rfealisme ont fegalement voulu d§couvrir e t  exprim er des rfealitfes 
c a c h ^ e s ." ^  He m ain tains th a t  th e  absurd  aspec ts  of h is  p lays are  
sim ply h is  ca rry in g  to  th e  extreme c e r ta in  aspec ts  o f our d a ily  l i f e :
L 'in s o l i t e  ne peu t s u rg i r ,  a mon a v is ,  que du p lu s  te rn e , du
p lu s quelconque q u o tid ie n , de l a  p rose  de tous le s  Jo u rs , en
l e  su ivan t ju sq u 'a u  d e la  de ses l im i te s .  S e n tir  l 1a b su rd ity  
du q u o tid ien  e t  du langage, son invraisem blance , c 'e s t  d e ja  
1 ' avo ir dtpass& e; pour l a  d ip a s se r , i l  f a u t  d 'ab o rd  s 'y  
enfoncer. Le comique c 'e s t  de l ' i n s o l i t e  pur; r ie n  ne me 
p a r a l t  p lu s su rp ren an t que le  b a n a l; l e  s u r r i e l  e s t  l a ,  a l a  
p o r t ie  de nos mains, dans l e  bavardage de tous le s  jo u r s .30
26pronko, o£. c i t . ,  p . 6l .
27Eugene Ionesco , Notes e t  c o n tre -n o te s  (P a r is :  Q allim ard,
1962) ,  p . 37. ----------------------------------
28I b id . ,  p . 29.
29 lb id .
^ I b i d . , p . lit2 .
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When accused of w rit in g  p lay s which a re  simply absurd and 
nothing more, Ionesco r e p l ie s  th a t  i t  i s  th e  w orld which seems to  
him absurd. When he w r ite s  h is  p la y s , he does no t t r y  to  e x p la in  
th e  w orld ; he only wonders what i t  a l l  means, and then  he t r i e s  to  
s e t  th i s  down. He f e e ls  t h a t  i t  i s  th e  p la y w rig h t 's  duty no t to  
answer q u e s tio n s , b u t to  ask them, to  p o in t ou t problem s. People 
always expect him to  g ive  answ ers, when a c tu a l ly  he i s  looking  f o r  
them h im se lf . He i s  f re q u e n tly  asked to  ex p la in  h is  p la y s , and he 
does h is  b e s t  to  o b lig e , b u t he says th a t  h is  exp lanations are  no 
more v a l id  than  anyone e l s e * s . ^  I n  f a c t ,  he w r ite s  th a t  he has 
le a rn ed  a g re a t  deal about h is  own works by read ing  commentaries on 
them by o t h e r s . ^
When asked to  define  the  th e a tr e ,  Ionesco  says th a t  i t  i s  
perhaps e a s ie r  to  say what i t  i s  n o t: "Le thfeatre n 'e s t  pas
l i t e r a t u r e .  . . .  I I  n 'e s t  done pas une h i s to i r e  q u 'o n  raco n te  su r 
l a  scene . I I  n 'e s t  pas une copie  de l a  rfea litf i. I I  n 'e s t  pas 
6pique. I I  n ’e s t  n i sermon n i  th e s e ."  But what i s  i t ? :  "Disons
qu 'une pi&ce e s t  une p a r t i e  de te n n is .  . . .  Cu, s i  on p r^ fe re , un 
match de rugby . . .  ou encore de 1 'a rc h i te c tu re  en mouvement. . . .  
C 'e s t  une c o n s tru c tio n  v iv a n te , c 'e s t  un je u  o& des antagonism es 
fondamentaux son t mis en presence e t  s 'a f f r o n t e n t . " ^  Ionesco  has
5lV ie r i  Tucci, "An In te rv iew  w ith  Eug&ne Ionesco ,"  
M ademoiselle, L II (A p ril, 1961), 187.
J ^Lamont, "A ir and M atter: Io n e sc o 's  'Le P id ton  de l ' a i r '
and 'V ictim es du d e v o i r ' p T e n c h  Review, XIXVIII (January , 1965), 
358.
^d'Aubarfede, o£. c i t . ,  p. 7.
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a lso  described  th e  th e a tre  as a com plexity of words, movements, and 
g e s t u r e s ; ^  and he has expressed the  op in ion  th a t  perhaps th e  t ru e  
dimension of th e  th e a tre  i s  no t tim e, b u t s p a c e .^
Ionesco  b e liev e s  th a t  no one has y e t  defined  s a t i s f a c to r i ly ' 
th e  avan t-garde  t h e a t r e . H e  does n o t th in k  th a t  the  term "av an t- 
garde11 i s  a good one, and he p re fe rs  nth 6&tre d 'a r t . "  As fo r  th e  
term "an ti- th fe& tre ," he wonders which th e a tre  m erits  t h i s  a p p e lla tio n  
more, th e  avan t-garde th e a tre  o r th e  th lf i t r e  du bou levard . To him, 
what i s  today termed " a n t i - th e a tr e "  i s  the  tru e  th e a tre ,  w hile so - 
c a l le d  th e a t r i c a l  p lays a re  a n t i - th e a t r i c a l  and f a l s e .37 Ionesco 
p re fe rs  a th e a tr e  which i s  bare  and e s s e n t ia l .  He d escrib es h is  kind 
of th e a tr e :
I I  f a u t  a r r lv e r  a l i b t r e r  l a  te n s io n  dram atique sans l e  secoure 
d 'aucune v e r i ta b le  in t r ig u e ,  d (aucun o b je t  p a r t i c u l i e r .  . . .  
ThS&tre a b s t r a i t .  Drama pur. A nti-th& natique, a n ti- id £ o lo g iq u e , 
a n t i - r 6a l i s t e - s o c i a l i s t e ,  a n ti-p h ilo so p h iq u e , an ti-psycho log ique  
de bou levard , a n ti-b o u rg e o is , red 6couverte  d 'un  nouveau th 6i t r e  
l i b r e .  L ibre c 'e s t - a - d i r e  l ib fe r i ,  c ' e s t - a - a i r e  sans p a r t i  p r i s ,  
in strum en t de f o u i l l e :  s e a l  It pouvoir %tre s in c e re , ex ac t e t
f a i r e  a p p a ra itre  l e s  Evidences cach6es.3d
He f e e ls  th a t  to d a y s  th e a tre  i s  a p r iso n e r  of o ld  forms and th a t
few au thors dare to  take  advantage of i t s  immense p o s s ib i l i t i e s .  As
fo r  him, he w ishes to  use  a l l  th e  reso u rces o f th e  s tage  to  g ive f u l l
^ J o s e t t e  L aser, "Stormy P layw righ t,"  The Hew Tork Times, 
January 5, 1?56» I I ,  3.
^ d 'A u b a red e , og. c i t . ,  p . 7.
^ F o w lie , "New P lays of Ionesco  and G enet," Tulane Drama 
Review, V (September, l? 6 o ) , 1*6.
■>7
Lamont, "The Outrageous Io n esco ,"  pp . 9h~9S*
*>i onesco, 0£. c i t . ,  pp. 160-161.
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p lay  to  h is  im ag ination : nJe  veux, moi, f a i r e  p a r a l t r e  su r  scene une
to r tu e ,  l a  transfo rm er en cheval de course; p u is  mfttamorphoser c e lu i-  
c i  en chapeau, en chanson, en c u ir a s s ie r ,  en eau de source. On peut 
to u t  o ser au thW ttre , c 'e s t  l e  l ie u  oil on ose l e  m o in s ." ^
The ex tra o rd in a ry  th in g  about Io n e sc o 's  th e a tre  I s  th a t ,  w hile 
d e a lin g  w ith  se r io u s  themes, and being on the  whole p e s s im is tic , i t  
accom plishes i t s  ends through comedy. But t h i s  la u g h te r , as noted by 
R ichard N. Coe, i s  o f a p a r t ic u la r  k ind ; i t  comes from th e  te n s io n  of 
a c o n tra d ic tio n  between comic and t r a g ic .  I t  sp rin g s  from the  absurd , 
y e t  i t  i s  "most deeply and genuinely c o m i c . I n  Ionesco’s k ind o f 
"n o n -A ris to te lia n  th e a tre "  i t  i s  no t t e a r s ,  b u t la u g h te r  which i s  a 
c a th a r s is .k 1  Ionesco  h im self claim s th a t  he can no t t e l l  the  
d if fe re n c e  between tragedy and comedy: Me ne v o is  pas de d iffe re n c e
e s s e n t ie l l e  e n tre  tra g iq u e  e t  comique. Je  d i r a i s  m&me que l ' 6l 6ment 
cend.que me p a r a l t  p lu s d$sesp4rant que 1 ' a u t r e . L e o n a r d  Pronko 
w rite s  t h a t  Io n e sc o 's  th e a tre  i s  comic, because language and 
c a r ic a tu re  a re  pushed beyond c r e d ib i l i ty ,  and t r a g ic  because of th e  
im p lic a tio n s  fo r  man's s i t u a t i o n . ^  As a r e s u l t  of th i s  absurd
-^Ionesco , og. c i t . ,  p . 32.
^ R ic h a rd  N. Coe, "Eugene Ionesco and th e  Tragic F a rce ,"  
Proceedings of the  Leeds P h ilo so p h ica l and l i t e r a r y  S ocie ty : l i t e r a r y
and H fst'drTcH  ^ t C T T l O T a F r  v j i r  ( I t o c h ^ 9 5 f l , ^ ^ g ? 0 .  -----------
^■J. S. Doubrovsky, "Ionesco and th e  Comic of A bsurd ity ,"
Yale French S tu d ies , No. 23 (Summer, 1959), 10.
k^d'Aubar&de, og. c i t . ,  p . 7.
^ P ro n k o , "B eckett, Ionesco , SchehacK: The Avant-Garde
T h ea tre ,"  Modern Language Forum, IXII (December, 1957), 121.
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a l te rn a t io n  o f t r a g ic  and comic, Ionesco  p re sen ts  to  us nthe te r r o r  
and sp lendor of being  a l iv e .
Io n e sc o 's  sp e c ia l  f i e ld  o f endeavor i s  th a t  of cond itioned  
human be ings; he expresses the  anguish of "l'hanm e c o n d itio n a l.
He a lso  c a l l s  in to  q u estio n  th e  conven tional s o c ia l  v i r tu e s ,  as v e i l  
as our u su a l no tions of d ig n ity , accomplishment, i n t e l l e c t ,  du ty , and 
many o th e r  q u a l i t ie s  which a re  thought im portan t in  th e  s o c ia l  m a n .^  
W illiam  Saroyan, in  an a r t i c l e  on Ionesco  and th e  o th er w r i te r s  of 
th e  avan t-garde th e a tr e ,  says th a t  these  au th o rs , by having recou rse  
to  the  absurd , a re  not mad, bu t r a th e r  have "d iscovered  th e  means by 
which to  r e v e a l ,  in  accep tab le  and deeply moving term s, th a t  th e  
human race  i s  mad."^7 j n x onesco 's  m etaphysical fa rc e , nothing i s  
conceived to  be unchanging, immutable, o r c le a r ly  defined—l e a s t  of 
a l l ,  man h im se lf. He t r i e s  to  g ive us a p ic tu re  o f man in  the f u l l  
a b su rd ity  of h is  co n d itio n . In  th e  words of Jacques Guicharnaud, 
"Ionesco once again  p resen ts  the chaos and mystery of the  
in d iv id u a l.
The p ic tu re  which Ionesco gives o f man i s ,  i n  the  f in a l
W*Henry Hewes, " 'S an ity*  Observed," The Saturday Review, 
January 25, 1958, p . 26.
^ G . G adoffre, "Eugene Ionesco ,"  D ic tio n n a ire  de l i t e r a t u r e  
contem poraine, ed . P ie rre  de B o isdeffre  (P a r is t  E d itio n s  
i fo iv e r s i ia ir e s ,  1963) , p . 398.
^Kaufmann, o£. c i t . ,  p . 105.
^ W illiam  Saroyan, "Ionesco ,"  T heatre A rts, XLII (Ju ly , 1958),
25. -------------------
Guicharnaud, Modern French T heatre  from Giraudoux to  B eckett 
(New Haven: T ale  U niversity  P ress , 1961), p . 188.
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a n a ly s is  j no t o f an absurd being whom we watch on th e  stage> b u t an 
image of our very  se lv e s . Aa e a r ly  as 1953 A lain  R o b b e -G rille t, who 
w rote one of th e  f i n e s t  e a r ly  c r i t ic is m s  of Io n e sc o 's  work, pe rce ived  
t h i s  c le a r ly :
Or ce monde p a r f a i t  ament i n s o l i t e  que nous prftsente Ionesco , 
nous sonmes oblig tB  de l e  re c o n n a ltre  & chaque in s ta n t  pour 
l e  n d tre . . . .  Nous d6couvrons 1 chaque r6 p liq u e  un a sp ec t que 
nous n 'a v io n s  pas 1 'hab itude  de v o i r ,  e t  ces vues su ccess iv es 
v iennen t s ’a jo u te r  le s  unes aux a u tre 8 sans s 'in q u iA te r  jam ais 
de ce q u 'e l le s  on t de c o n tra d ic to ire .  . . .  Un 6v6nement que 
nous fitions pr& ts a  tro u v er banal s u s c i te  to u t  a coup 
l 'y tonnem en t, l 1in c re d u li ty ,  v o ire  1*in d ig n a tio n . . . .  Les 
ph rases de l a  v ie  cou ran te  so n t soudain  lanc6es au v isage  
conme s i  c 'y t a i t  de grossiferes in ju r e s  ou le s  p lu s  t e r r ib le a  
dee menaces. Uais l e  p lu s inqu ife tan t e s t  encore le  
foisonnem ent qu i couve sous chaque mot. . . .  Nous devrions 
S tre  s a i s i s  de panique; mais nous ne savons que r i r e — e t  du 
m e ille u r  coeur en vferitfe.^”
"Q uelle humanity cachye v i t  dans 1*oeuvre d 'lo n e sc o ? ,"  a 
q u e s tio n  by A lfred  K e rn ,^  m ight be taken  as the  s t a r t in g  p o in t fo r  
the p re se n t work, which, as w ell as being a study of th e  concept of 
id e n t i ty  in  Io n e sc o 's  th e a tr e ,  i s  a lso  a sea rch  fo r  th e  fundam ental 
man. I n  order to  f in d  out how au th e n tic  t h i s  in n er s e l f  i s ,  we s h a l l  
examine th e  r e l a t io n  of th e  in d iv id u a l to  s o c ie ty , th e  in f lu e n ce s  
so c ie ty  has in  form ing him, and th e  consequent e f f e c t  on h is  in n e r  
l i f e .  The work t r e a t s ,  in  th e  f i r s t  c h ap te r, th e  c o n tro l ex e rc ised  
over th e  in d iv id u a l by the  fam ily  and, in  th e  second c h ap te r , by 
so c ie ty  a t  la rg e . I t  a lso  t r e a t s ,  in  th e  th i r d  c h ap te r , th e  fa rc e s
^  A lain  R o bbe-G rille t, "Eugene Io n esco ,"  C r itiq u e , No. 73 
(June, 1953), 56U-565. --------
to
'  A lfred  Kern, "Ionesco e t  l a  Pantomime," C ahiers Renaud- 
B a rra u lt, No. 29 (February, I960), 26.
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a t  work to  c o n tro l th e  in d iv id u a l 's  mind. The fo u r th  ch ap ter s tu d ie s  
how th e  in d iv id u a l r e l a te s  to  h is  id e n t i ty  and how t h i s ,  i n  tu rn , 
r e l a te s  to  h is  in n e r  s e l f .  The f i n a l  c h ap te r ex p lo res  what Ionesco  
conceives to  be m an's au th e n tic  n a t u r e .^
^ T h e  p lays o f Ionesco  w r i t te n  between 191*8 and 1962 serve  as 
th e  b a s is  fo r  th is  s tudy . (T heatre , 3 v o ls  [ P a r is :  G allim ard, 1951*,
1958, 1963]; Le Roi se meurt [E a r is t  G allim ard, 1962 ].) Use i s  a lso  
made of h is  a r t i c l e s  and e ssa y s , many of which have been c o lle c te d  and 
re p r in te d  in  Notes e t  c o n tre -n o te s . (P a r is :  G allim ard, 1962.)
Supplementing these  a re  a r t i c l e s  by various sc h o la rs  and c r i t i c s ,  books 
on the  modern th e a tre  in  g en e ra l, and notes on the  avan t-garde  th e a tr e  
from a sem inar a t  L ouisiana S ta te  U n iv e rs ity . (The Avant-Garde Drama, 
a sem inar conducted by C alv in  H. Evans, 1963.)
CHAPTER I  
MARRIAGE AND DOMESTICITY
The problem of th e  lo s s  of th e  In d iv id u a l 's  b asic  n a tu re  as 
a r e s u l t  of th e  s t i f l i n g  atmosphere of domestic l i f e  i s  one of 
Io n e s c o 's  major is s u e s .  His e a rly  p lay s have, as th e i r  theme, th e  
r e la t io n s h ip  between th e  in d iv id u a l and the fam ily  and between man 
and w ife . He shows people  l iv in g  in  th e i r  own narrow w orlds, where 
they  l im i t  them selves and one an o th e r. These p lays take  p lac e  in  
c lo se  q u a r te r s ,  where fa m ilie s  l iv e  to g e th e r  and have no s e c re ts .
The couple r e s t r i c t s  i t s e l f ,  w ith  a r e s u l t in g  fe e l in g  of f r u s t r a t io n ,  
f a i l u r e ,  and g u i l t . ^  Such an environm ent i s ,  i n  the  words of Georges 
Anax, "un monde ferm£ . . .  sans i s s u e ,  sans e sp o ir  . . .  a l a  fo is  
fa a c in a n t e t  a sphyx ian t.
So many o f Io n e sc o 's  p lay s  a re  s e t  in  a fam ily  environment 
because he fe e ls  th a t  th e re  i s  as much of s o c ie ty 's  fo rc e s  a t  work 
w ith in  th e  fam ily as w ith o u t. As he says in  Notes e t  c o n tre -n o te s , 
"L 'u n iv e rs  fa m ilia l  e s t  en somme une communautA, la  soci6t&  en 
r a c c o u rc i ."3 The s e t t in g  fo r  most of them i s  a ty p ic a l  bourgeois
^Bsnfte S au re l, "Ionesco cu le s  b lan d ices  de l a  c u lp a b i l i ty ,"  
Les Temps Modernes, C III (195U), 2287.
p̂
Georges Anex, "Ionesco, le  mfedium," C ahiers R enaud-B arrault, 
No. U2 (February, 1963), 66- 6 7 .
^Eugine Ionesco , Notes e t  c o n tre -n o te s  (P a r is :  E d itions
G allim ard, 1962), p . 109.
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i n t e r io r .  Io n e sc o 's  p lays a re  n a tu r a l i s t i c  in  th a t  they make use of 
th e  everyday speech and behavior of s te reo ty p es  amid a banal m iddle- 
c la s s  environm ent. But h is  na tu ra lism  p r o l i f e r a te s  and lead s  to  
extremes* r e s u l t in g  in  such human and scen ic  a b s u rd itie s  as a g i r l  
w ith  n ine f in g e rs  on one hand and th ree  noses* a  dead bocfy which growa 
to  enormous proportions*  and a young m arried  couple which gives b i r th  
to  hundreds of eggs. The n a tu ra lism  o f Ionesco  i s  p ro jec te d  to  th e  
p o in t of a b su rd ity , u n t i l  i t  f in a l ly  d is c r e d i ts ,  through r id ic u le *  
th e  ro u tin e s  and ceremonies of s o c ia l  l i f e . ^
I t  i s  th is  k ind  of n a tu ra lism  which we see  in  h is  e a r ly  one- 
a c t  play* Jacques* ou l a  aoumisaion* c a lle d  by Ionesco  a "comftdie 
n a t u r a l i s t s .n In  th e  no tes fo r  the  avant-prem igre of Jacques* Ionesco 
says th a t  th i s  i s  f i r s t  o f a l l  "un drame de fam ille*  ou une p a ro d ie  
d 'u n  drame de f a m i l l e . i t  beg ins in  a ty p ic a l  m id d le -c lass  l iv in g  
room w ith fu rn i tu re  which has been used to  the  p o in t of decay. Note 
th e  stage  d ir e c t io n s :  "Une chambre mal tenue* . . .  une fenfctre . . .
aux rideaux  sales*  . . .  un vieux f s u te u i l  us6, poussiG reux, . . .  
e ffondr6 . . . .  Les vStements f r ip 6 s ." ^  Note a lso  th e  la c k  of anything 
in te r e s t in g  or p ic tu resq u e  to  o f f s e t  t h i s  d u lln e ss :  "Un ta b le a u  ne
rep rfisen tan t rien*  . . .  des choses ind6fin ies*  . . .  b a n a lea ."?  The id ea
^Juan Guerrero Zamora* H istoria d e l tea tro  contemporineo 
(Barcelona: Juan F lors, 1961), i t ,  277.
^Ionesco, og. c i t .* p. 173.
^tonesco* T hS ttre  (P a r is :  E d itio n s  G allim ard, 19£i*), I* 97.
7 l b i d .
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of d u lln ess  and sameness i s  fu r th e r  accen tuated  by g iv ing  a l l  the  
members o f Jacques* fam ily  th e  same name and having them wear masks.
I n  th e  f i r s t  episode of th e  p lay  the  fam ily  does i t s  b e s t  to  
b ring  about th e  conversion  of Jacques f i l e  to  bourgeois v a lu e s . He 
re b e ls  a t  f i r e t ,  b u t under much p ressu re  he f i n a l ly  subm its and says 
th a t  he accep ts  th e i r  outlook (rep re sen ted  by " le s  pennies de t e r r e  au 
la r d ,"  which Jacques i s  fo rced  to  say th a t  he l i k e s ) .  A fte r  they  have 
succeeded in  t h i s  and a re  s a t i s f i e d  th a t  he i s  a proper member of 
t h e i r  group, they  continue th e i r  invasion  of h is  p r iv a te  l i f e  and 
decide to  marry him o f f .  Jacques m&re i s  s a t i s f i e d  w ith  h is  fo rced  
con fession  th a t  he l ik e s  p o ta to es  w ith  bacon and w ith th e  look of 
subm ission on h is  fa c e . She t e l l s  him, "Jacques, to u t e s t  en r& gle, 
l e  p lan  pr&vu k l 'a v a n c e  e s t  dAjli rAalisA."® His fianeAe i s  about 
to  be brought i n ,  along w ith  her p a re n ts .
Jacques pAre c lap s h is  hands, and imm ediately the  b r id e  and 
her fam ily  e n te r .  The b r id e , Hoberte, undergoes an in sp e c tio n  to  see 
th a t  she i s  s u i ta b le .  She i s  touched, handled, and even s n if fe d .
She i s  somewhat tim id , b u t her p a ren ts  push h e r along, encouraging 
h e r. She passes th e  in sp e c tio n , and th e  Jacques fam ily i s  p leased ; 
only Jacques h im self says no th ing . R oberto 's  p a re n ts  p o in t out her 
a t t r a c t iv e  f e a tu r e s :  s tu f fe d  f e e t  to  walk w ith , green pinqjles on a
be ige  sk in , red  b re a s ts  on a mauve background, and many o th er 
en ticem ents.
During a l l  th is  d isp lay  Jacques shows h im self to  be
® Ibid ., p . 106.
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d is in te r e s te d . His fam ily wonders why he i s  so relu ctan t to  fo llow  
th e ir  plans for  h is  fu tu re . They s ta r t  th e ir  demands a l l  over again, 
and th is  time Jacques g ives in  more e a s ily :  "Bon. Alors d'accordt
ga marchers avec le s  pennies de ter  re."  The words of Jacqueline are 
iro n ic : "Ses sentiments d istingu6s f in is s e n t  toujours par prendre le
dessum."? When he agrees w ith them, they say th at he i s  in  h is  r ig h t  
mind. I t  i s  f in a l ly  h is  fa th er , not Jacques, who se a ls  the bargain. 
The other members of h is  fam ily say that they are greatly  moved over 
such a sentim ental scene.
U ntil now the bride-to-be has been v e ile d . Now they decide to  
u n veil her so that Jacques can see exactly  what he i s  marrying, even 
though i t  i s  a mere form ality . Her v e i l  i s  removed and i t  i s  seen  
that she has two noses. There are c r ie s  of admiration from everyone, 
who exclaims th at she i s  indeed r ic h ly  endowed. Jacques pSre i s  
s a t i s f ie d ,  thinking that h is  son i s  r e a lly  admitted to  the bourgeois 
brotherhood. HLs son has f in a l ly  seen the l ig h t j  he i s  tru ly  a man: 
"Enfin, te  v o ila  un hemme.11̂
But h is  fam ily has been celeb ratin g  a l l  th is  without Jacques' 
support. Now he speaks, and he i s  not s a t is f ie d . He must have a 
bride with a t le a s t  three noses. They try  to  dissuade him from th is ,  
but he i s  adamant. Roberta's fa th er , however, i s  not perturbedj he 
has another daughter ready—th is  one w ith her three noses a l l  in ta c t .  
Roberte n  i s  brought in ,  and everyone i s  deligh ted  with her. They
? Ib id ., p. 10?. 
10Ib id . ,  p . 111.
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f e e l  th a t Jacques i s  indeed fortunate to  have a bride with three 
noses* and they think that th is  time he can not possib ly  nave anything 
to  complain aboutj but he says th a t she i s  not ugly enough. The two 
fa m ilie s  have now been pushed beyond th e ir  endurance. They had been 
w illin g  to  p lease him up to  a cer ta in  point* but they w i l l  go no 
farth er . They become more fo r c e fu l. HLs mother even regrets that  
she ever ra ised  him: "Si J 'ava is su , j 'a u r a is  dti t»stran gler  dans
ton dernier berceau* oui, de mes mains m a tern e lle s ." ^
Roberta's parents demand apologies* Jacques m&re fa in ts*  and 
Jacques p&re severely  upbraids h is  son for  having l ie d  to them when 
he sa id  th at he lik e d  potatoes w ith bacon: "Ce n '^ ta it  qu'une ruse
indigne des appreciations que nous avons eues tous pour t o i  dans c e tte  
maison aux bonnes trad itions*  depuis ton e n f a n c e . " ^  Everyone glares 
a t  Jacques* and th is  time h is  true fe e lin g s  take con tro l of him* and 
he d eclares, "Je le s  ex&crel" He i s  c a lle d  a f i l s  d6natur6j and they 
say that he i s  hardhearted* that he has no fee lin g*  that he i s  even a 
monster.
Everyone leaves the room* except Jacques and Roberte* the 
la t t e r  a t f i r s t  attempting to  leave a lso , but staying on the order of 
her parents. She i s  ju s t  as much a v ictim  of duty as Jacques* as she 
i s  ordered, "Monte la  garde e t  f a i s  ton serviceI"  Both fa m ilies  peep 
in  the door from time to  time* however* so th at they can see  what 
happens when the two are l e f t  alone. They have tr ied  eveiyth ing  that
n lb id .* p. 111*.
^ Ib id .*  p. 117.
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they  could* and now they  a re  leav ing  i t  up to  sexual a t t r a c t io n ,
Boberte s i t s  down d i r e c t ly  across from Jacques and t r i e s  to  
i n t e r e s t  him in  h e r s e l f .  She d esc rib e s  h e r s e l f  to  him in  s u r r e a l i s t i c  
term si
Je  su is  16g&re, f r iv o le ,  j e  su is  profonde.
Je  ne s u is  n i s6 rie u se  n i f r iv o le ,
Je  m'y connais en tra v a u x 'a g r ic o le s ,
Je  f a i s  a u ss i d 'a u tre s  travaux ,
P lus beaux, moins beaux, a u ss i beaux.
Je  su is  ju s te  ce q u ' i l  vous faut.^-3
E ven tually  she manages to  win h is  confidence, and Jacq u es, i n
a long ex p ress iv e  monologue, ta lk s  about h im se lf. This monologue i s
rendered  by Ionesco in  p o e tic  p rose  and enables th e  audience to  grasp
what goes on i n  Jacques ' mind and what has caused him to  be th e  r e b e l
th a t  he i s i  He was more p e rcep tiv e  th an  th e  average run  of peop le ,
and he r e a l iz e d  e a r ly  in  l i f e  what th e  w orld was a l l  abou t. He d id
no t l ik e  the  th in g s  th a t  he saw, and he complained about them openly.
Whenever he complained, people  to ld  him th a t  every th ing  would be
rem edied. To make up fo r  a l l  t h i s ,  they  promised him d e c o ra tio n s ,
awards, and o th e r  t r i v i a l t i e s .  But he was not p leased  w ith  them, fo r
they  did not touch upon th e  r e a l  problem . He I n s is te d  th a t  th e
s i tu a t io n  be changed. Everyone swore to  g ive him s a t i s f a c t io n ,  even
gave him o f f i c i a l  prom ises w ith  many le g a l  s e a ls .  He la id  down
a b so lu te  c o n d itio n s . They swore to  him th a t  th in g s  would no t con tinue
to  go on l ik e  t h i s .  To p a c ify  him, as w e ll as to  d iv e r t  h is  mind to
o th e r th in g s , they  took him on voyages, and a t  f i r s t  he l e t  h im self
13I b id . ,  p . 119
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f a l l  in to  th is  trap. But eventually  he r ea lised  that a l l  th is  was 
faked, that they had changed nothing, th at the world was as bad as 
ever: "Les gens . . .  i l s  avaient tous l e  mot bontA a la  bouche, l e
couteau sanglant entre l e s  d e n t s . H e  wanted to  p ro test, but there 
was no one who would hear him. He wanted to  escape, but a l l  the 
e x it s  were blocked. He was to ld  that there were trap doors s t i l l  
l e f t ,  but he could not fin d  them. But there was s t i l l  the c e l la r .
I f  he could not escape from above, he could at le a s t  escape from 
below.
I t  i s  th is  form of escape which Roberte o ffers  him. She
knows a l l  the trap doors to  the c e lla r . Jacques i s  w illin g :  "Nous
pourrions nous entendre." Roberte begins to  seduce him in  a scene
which i s  expressed s u r r e a l is t ic a l ly .  The two make love w hile  s i t t in g
in  chairs on opposite sid es o f the room. The dialogue begins slow ly;
then the rhythm in te n s i f ie s ,  f in a l ly  showing down at the end of the
scene. Jacques fin d s Roberte in te r e s t in g , and in  sp ite  o f h im self,
he le t s  him self be won over. His mind t e l l s  him no, but h is  baser
in s t in c ts  get the b e tter  of him. She t e l l s  him about a horse with
a flaming mane, and Jacques goes along with her, aiding her from time
to  time. At the end o f her story the horse i s  consumed by flam es,
and once again Ionesco has recourse to  su r r e a lis t ic  language as
Roberte chants her siren-song:
Viens . ne crains r le n . . . .  Je su is  hund.de. . . .  J*ai un 
c o l l ie r  de boue, mes se in s fondent, mon bassin  e s t  mou, 
j ’a i  de l^ a u  dans nes crevasses. Je m 'en lise . . . .  Je  
t ’ enlace de mes bras comme des couleuvres; de mes cu isses
^ I b id . ,  p. 121.
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m olles. Tu t 'e n fo n c e s  e t  tu  fonds . . .  dans mes cheveux qul 
p leu v en t, p leu v en t. Ma bouche d6goule, d ig o u len t mes Jambes, 
mes fcpaules nues d6goulent, mes cheveux d ig o u len t, to u t 
d ig o u le , c o u le , to u t  d6goule, l e  c ie l  dfigoule, l e s  H o l ie s  
c o u le n t, ddgoulen t, goulent.-*^
Jacques I s  e c s t a t i c ,  and th e  two u t t e r  words beginning  w ith  
"ch": channant,  ch&teau, chameau, chamlnadour, char ru e , ch ag rin ,
chabot, chaloupe, and o th e rs . She t e l l s  him th a t  i n  th e  basement of  
h e r  chfiteau every th ing  i s  pronounced " c h a t."  This sound, according 
to  George G. Strem, re p re se n ts  sensua l p le a su re , th e  lu r e  of which 
conquers J a c q u e s .^  He t e l l s  Roberte th a t  he w i l l  marry h e r. The 
young couple embrace, w h ile  th e i r  fa m ilie s  en te r s i l e n t l y ,  s a t i s f i e d  
th a t  a l l  has tu rned  ou t to  th e i r  l ik in g .  They do a s tra n g e , 
r id ic u lo u s , alm ost r i t u a l i s t i c  dance around the  two lo v e rs , a dance 
which i s ,  according to  th e  stage d ir e c t io n s ,  supposed to  "provoquer 
chea l e s  sp e c ta te u rs  un sen tim en t p fin ib le , un m a la ise , une h o n te ." ^  
The s tag e  becomes d ark er, and the  c h a ra c te rs  a l l  emit moans and c r ie s  
of anim als. I t  becomes darker s t i l l ,  u n t i l  th e  a c to rs  a re  no longer 
v i s ib le :  "On n 'en ten d  p lu s  que le u r  g6missements, le u rs  so u p irs ,
p u is  to u t  ctLsparait, to u t  s 'f tte in t."^ ®
This l a s t  scene i s  q u ite  p r im itiv e , as th e  lo v e rs  lo s e  
them selves in  sensua l p leasu re  and a re  unaware of the  fe llo w  members 
o f th e i r  t r ib e  who squa t around them, c e le b ra tin g  th e i r  i n i t i a t i o n
^ I b i d . ,  pp. 121:-125.
^G eorge  G* Strem, "R itual and Poetry in  Eugene Io n e sc o 's  
T h ea tre ,"  The Texas Q u a rte rly , V (1962), 15>2.
■^Ionesco, T hea tre , I ,  127.
10Ib id .
in to  th e ir  r a n k s . E v e n  the language Ionesco employs i s  in d ic a tiv e  
of th is  prim itive r itu a l:  "Les acteurg s'accroup issent . . .  poussent
de vagues miaulements . . .  des gfemissements . . .  croasseaents. . . .  On 
aper^oit l e s  Jacques e t  l e s  Robert g r o u ille r  sur la  sc& ne."^
The s u b t it le  of the p la y # "ou la  soum ission," i s  worthy of  
note. I t  represents the submission of one's in d iv id u al freedom and 
one's higher s e l f  to  basic b io lo g ic a l u r g e s .^  Jacques fin d s in  
Roberte a source of pleasure which i s  capable o f an n ih ila tin g  the  
un attractive  featu res of the fam ily environment, i f  only momentarily. 
L it t le  does i t  matter that i t  i s  only a temporary escape, for  i t  has 
served itB  purpose, and the hero i s  c a u g h t.^  Jacques resign s  
him self to  being a creature of h ab it, of custom, of tra d itio n ; he 
becomes another number in  the Jacques c lan , another member of mass 
s o c ie t y .^
The sequel to  Jacques, a short play with a long t i t l e —
L1Avenir e s t  dans le s  oeu fs, ou 11 fau t de tout pour fa lr e  un monde— 
shows s t i l l  further con tro l by the family over the in d iv id u a l. This 
play begins as Jacques and Roberte are s t i l l  in  each other's arms. 
They have now been married for  three year6, and they are very happy
^Strem , og. c i t . ,  p . 1$2.
^^lonesco, Theatre, i ,  127.
21Henri Gouhier, "Un theatre humain de la  cruautA," La Table 
Rondo, No. 11*7 (March, I9 6 0 ), 180.
^M arcel Moussy, "De Victor A Jacques, ou de la  rfivolte & la  
soumission," Cahiers Renaud-Barrault, No. 29 (February, I960), 28.
^Zamora, o£. c i t . ,  pp. 266-267.
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w ith  each o th e r . But being  happy i s  no t t h e i r  fu n c tio n , or so  they 
a re  inform ed by th e i r  fa m ilie s .  r,Au nora de l a  t r a d i t io n "  they  are  
reproached fo r  n eg lec tin g  p roduction . They a re  awakened to  r e a l i t y  
and to ld  th a t  i t  i s  t h e i r  duty to  produce. Then they are  fed  th e  
bourgeois d ie t  of "pommes de t e r r e  an la rd "  and ordered  to  e a t ,  fo r  
according to  Jacques p&re, " le  la r d  f a i t  du b ie n  a l 'e s p f c c e ." ^
There i s  a momentary h e s i ta t io n  on th e  p a r t  of Jacques to  have th is  
food s tu f fe d  down him, b u t Roberte persuades him to  e a t  i t ,  j u s t  as 
she does.
Roberte i s  taken  aside  by her p a re n ts  fo r  in s t r u c t io n ,  w hile 
Jacques i s  taken  aside  tjy h is .  The Jacques fam ily  t r i e s  to  arouse  in  
him lo y a l ty  to  t h e i r  cause by u se  of w e ll-p lanned  s t r a te g y . F i r s t ,  
they  t e l l  him th a t  h is  g ran d fa th er i s  dead* Jacques had no t n o tic ed  
th i s  u n t i l  now. They a l l  stand  around w a itin g  fo r  h is  r e a c t io n , but 
Jacques has none. They re p e a t th a t  h is  g ran d fa th e r i s  dead, b u t s t i l l  
th e re  i s  no re a c t io n . His mother says: "Ta corde se n s ib le  ne v ib re
done pas? . . .  Nous a llo n s  l a  f a i r e  v i b r e r . " ^  She orders him to  cry . 
f o r  i t  i s  necessary  th a t  he r e a c t  as they  see f i t .  He obeys and sobs, 
b u t then  sto p s and sm ile s . He i s  ordered to  cry  again ; and th i s  
tim e the  r e s t  of the  fam ily  sobs along w ith  him, w hile h is  mother 
sa y s , "Camme i l  so u ff re l"  They a l l  console one an o th er, and th e  
R obert fam ily  g ives i t s  condolences. They a l l  do what i s  expected  
o f  than  i n  such a  s i tu a t io n  and p u t on a g re a t d isp lay  of an o tio n .
^ Io n e s c o , Thd&tre (P a r is :  E d itions G allim ard, 1958), I I ,
210.
2% i d . ,  p. 2lli.
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Ry th i s  time Jacq u es ' "corde se n s ib le "  i s  working so w e ll th a t  he i s  
th e  only one who i s  s in c e re ly  moved. The r e s t  t e l l  one another* over 
and over* "Cordol6ancesl Chaleureuses cordoiy& nces, nos s in c e re s  
co rdo lfiances," ad nauseum and ad absurdum. Jacques* r a th e r  than 
jo in in g  in  th e i r  form al d isp lay  of emotion* c r ie s  genuine t e a r s .  
Jacques p e re  th in k s  th a t  they  have a c tiv a te d  h is  "corde se n s ib le "  
too  much and th a t  i t  i s  necessary  to  s t i f l e  i t .  Jacques i s  slapped* 
and he s to p s  c ry in g . He i s  no t even allow ed any r e a l  emotion, as 
t h i s  to o  i s  c o n tro lle d  by th e  fam ily  group.
A fte r  t h i s ,  they  g e t down to  more p re ss in g  b u s in e ss . Jacques 
i s  to ld  t h a t  i t  i s  necessary  to  re p la c e  those  who d ie  and th a t  they 
a re  counting  on him: " I I  f a u t  a ssu re r  l a  c o n tin u ity  de n o tre  r a c e . "26
He, along w ith  R oberte, i s  ordered to  produce. They want to  see what 
he i s  w orth. He p ro te s ts  th a t  he i s  no t in s p ire d , b u t h is  fam ily  does 
no t consider th is  a v a l id  excuse. He goes to  work and s tru g g le s  u n t i l  
se v e ra l b a sk e ts  of eggs have been l a i d .  The two fa m ilie s  a re  
d e lig h te d , expressing  t h e i r  s a t i s f a c t io n  over th e  f in e  q u a li ty  of th e  
eggs and how much they  resem ble th e i r  p a re n ts . Jacques i s  th en  
ordered  to  hatch  ou t th e  eggs: "Couve, couve pour l a  g lo ire  e t  l a
grandeur des n a tio n s , pour 1 ' im m o rta lity !"27
The two fa m ilie s  beg in  to  wonder about the  fu tu re  of the  
o ffsp r in g . They a l l  g ive th e i r  id ea s  of what to  make of them: 
" a th le te s ,  o f f i c i e r s ,  v a le ts ,  d ip lom ates, b an q u ie rs , employeurs,
26I b id . , p . 218. 
27I b id . ,  p . 221*.
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papes, p o lic ie r s , humanistes, anti-hum anistesl" But even th is  ie  
not encugh, and here Ionesco g ives free  re in  to  h is  word-play as he 
has them add: "De la  chair a saucissonl . . .  De la  chair a camionI
. . .  I I  en faudra pour le s  om elettes. . . .  On en conservera pour la  
reproduction. . . .  De la  p&te a modeler. . . .  De la  la in e  a tr ic o te r .
. . .  E t des o m ele ttes1 S u rto u t, beaucoup d 'o m e le tte s !"  I t  seems 
as i f  the l i s t  w i l l  go on fo re v e r , b u t Jacques, whose advice has not 
been asked, in te r ru p ts  to  say i n  a feeb le  v o ice , "Des p e s s im is te s l" 
Everyone i s  in d ig n an t a t  th is  new o u tb u rs t on h is  p a r t  and wonders 
how anyone can dare  p ro te s t  what i s  decided upon by th e  group, bu t 
Jacques co n tin u es , "Des a n a rc h is te s , des n i h i l i s t e s . "  They say 
th a t  he has l o s t  h is  f a i t h ,  and they  wonder what he r e a l ly  wants.
He r e p l ie s  in  a p o e tic  o u tb u rs t:  "Je veux une fo n ta in e  de lum iere ,
de l 'e a u  in can d escen te , un feu  de g lace , des neiges de f e u . " 2 ?
This sudden o u tb u rs t i s  h is  r e a l  n a tu re  t ry in g  to  break  out of h is  
bondage to  m idd le -c lass  l i f e .  I t  i s ,  accord ing  to  R o se tte  Lamont,
"the  c ry  of the  p o e t,"  which has been s t i f l e d  by th e  d u tie s  of 
s o c ia l  life.-*®
l e t  Jacques i s  brought back once again  to  r e a l i t y ,  as he i s  
to ld ,  "N 'oub lie  pas ton  engagement." I f  he needs any beauty  in  h is  
l i f e ,  he can always go to  d isp lay s  of firew orks or perhaps tak e  i n  
a chateau from time to  tim e. But the  im portan t th in g  i s  to  produce,
28Ib id . ,  pp. 226-228.
29I b id . ,  p . 228.
^ R o s e tte  C. Lamont, "The P r o l i f e r a t io n  of M atter in  Io n e sc o 's  
P la y s ,"  L 'E s p r it  Crfeateur, I I  (W inter, 1962), 196.
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and th e  p lay  ends as everyone sh o u ts :
Vive l a  product!onI 
Vive l a  race  blanche I 
Continuonsl Continuous1^1
Thus th e  eggs w il l  produce bo th  human beings and th in g s  in  
an in d is tin g u ish a b le  maa3 of m a tte r . What i s  used up w i l l  be rep laced , 
as l i f e  con tinues to  go on. The "supreme duty of s o -c a lle d  c iv i l iz e d  
man" i s  to  c re a te  t h i s  m a tte r . Everything i s  a usab le  p roduct, 
in c lu d in g  human b e in g s .^  The in d iv id u a l must do h is  p a r t  i n  th is  
p ro cess . Indeed, he i s  id e n t i f ie d  p r im a rily  w ith  h is  fu n c tio n  in  
s o c ie ty 's  m achinery, and h is  own w i l l  i s  kep t in  check. J u s t  as 
Jacques has l i t t l e  c o n tro l over h is  p re sen t co n d itio n , so he i s  
h e lp le s s  to  have any in flu en ce  over th e  fu tu re  of h is  descendants.
Io n e sc o 's  trea tm en t par ex ce llen ce  of the  e f f e c t  of m arriage 
and domestic l i f e  on th e  human p e rs o n a lity  i s  th e  p lay  Am6d6e, ou 
Comment s 'e n  d febarrasser. The hero, Amftdfie, m ight be considered  as 
Jacques a t  m iddle age. This play concerns a m arried  p a ir  who have 
been m arried  fo r  f i f t e e n  y e a rs . The scene i s  again  th e  ty p ic a l
bourgeois i n t e r io r  o f so many of h is  p la y s , b u t i n  t h i s  one th e re  a re
mushrooms growing in  th e  l iv in g  room and a dead body growing in  the
bedroom. Am6d6e B uccin ion i, a p e t i t  bou rgeo is, b a ld , wearing a
sombre-toned s u i t ,  i s  nervously  pacing the  f lo o r .  From time to  time 
he goes to  a ta b le  to  w rite  (he i s ,  l ik e  Ionesco , a p lay w rig h t) , b u t 
then  im m ediately s t r ik e s  out what he has w r it te n . His an x ie ty  grows,
^ Io n e s c o , ThSStre, I I ,  229. 
^Lam ont, o£. c i t . ,  p . 19$.
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as he c a sts  glances towards the roam on the l e f t .  He stoops down and 
picks up a mushroom and says that i t  i s  r e a lly  going too far when they 
s ta r t  growing in  the dining room.
His w ife , Madeleine, appears. She i s  as t a l l ,  or perhaps even 
t a l le r  than he. She i s  harsh-looking and wears an old scarf on her 
head. Her husband moves aside to l e t  her pass. She sco ld s him for  
pacing around nervously and t e l l s  him that she i s  the only one who 
does any workj furthermore she i s  the one who has to  make a liv in g  for  
both of them. A b it te r  quarrel ensues with accusations and counter- 
accusations. Then they bring up the main problem in  th e ir  l iv e s :  the
body in  the next room. They wonder how far the body has grown today, 
and Am6d6e suggests that perhaps i t  i s  going to  stop growing.
Madeleine b e l i t t l e s  him about h is  stupid optimism, and she wonders 
why h is play never gets w ritten . He r e p lie s :  (lJe n 'a i pas
d*in sp iration . Avec ce qui pese sur la  conscience. . . .  la  v ie  que 
nous menons . . .  1 1 atraosph&re n 'e s t  gu&re favorable."-^
Am6d6e speaks of th e ir  being cut o f f  from the r e s t  of the  
world. For f i f t e e n  years they have been liv in g  l ik e  sh u t-in s; they  
never go out and v i s i t  anyone. And always there i s  the body which 
keeps growing in  the next room. I t  was once very sm all, but i t  i s  
now g ettin g  larger and larger . Madeleine says that i t  i s  the body 
which i s  causing the mushrooms to  grow, and she wonders what she has 
done to  be so persecuted. They both wonder why the corpse has such 
a grudge against them; a fter  a l l ,  they have placed him in  th e ir  b est
•^Ionesco, Theatre, I ,  21*2.
room, th e ir  bedroom when they were f i r s t  married. Amfedfie says th at  
the corpse i s  s t i l l  handsome, but Madeleine says that he i s  no longer  
handsome, that now he i s  too o ld .
There i s  a no ise  outside th e ir  apartment, and they hear the 
name "Buccinioni" being ca lled  from a d istance. They both s i t  up with  
a s ta r t . They wonder who i t  could possib ly  be, for  they had broken 
with the world f i f t e e n  years ago. They are frigh tened , but i t  turns 
out to  be the postman. This does not a lle v ia te  th e ir  fr ig h t , however, 
and AmW6e denies th at he i s  the one whose name i s  on the l e t t e r .  The 
postman goes away. Then they wonder who sen t the le t t e r ,  sin ce  a fter  
a l l  no one has w ritten  them in  the la s t  f i f t e e n  y ears. But i t  i s  too  
la te ;  the postman has gone.
The s ig n ifica n ce  of the l e t t e r  i s  puzzlin g , and none of the 
c r i t ic s  o f Ionesco have attempted to  explain i t .  I t  would seem, in  
connection with the r e s t  o f the p la y , that th is  le t t e r  from the 
outside world represents a c a l l  to  something th at Am$d6e has given  
up, and i t  i s  perhaps a chance to  r e -e s ta b lish  contact w ith the 
world. The le t t e r  was c le a r ly  addressed to him; y e t  he denied that 
he was the same Am&d6e Buccionini whose name appeared in  the address 
on the l e t t e r .  Perhaps i t  i s  because he i s  now so changed, in  
comparison w ith the way he used to  b e , that he considers h im self a 
d ifferen t person.
They n otice  th a t another mushroom has grown in  the dining 
room, and from the next room they hear the sound of g la ss  breaking, 
as the body expands against the windows. Madeleine i s  worried about 
what the neighbors w il l  think, and she u tte r s , "La v ie  e s t  devenue
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vraiment im possible."  Another noise comes from the bedroom, and then  
two enormous f e e t  come out of the roam, slow ly advancing in to  the 
dining room* The couple becomes more upset than ever, and Uadeleine 
i s  in  the depths of despair. A ll  she can do i s  sob: "Ce n 'e s t  plus
humain, non, ce n 'e s t  plus humain . . .  humain . . .  humain . . .  humain. 
. . .  Je n'en peux p lu s, c 'e s t  trop . . . .  Je su is  a bout . . .  Au-dessus 
de mes f o r c e s . Am&dfee, fa tigu ed , worried, and bewildered a l l  a t 
the same time can not comprehend what i t  a l l  means. But worse than 
th a t, there i s  no one of whom to  ask advice. The curtain  of Act One 
descends on th is  morbid domestic scene.
Act Two takes place a few hours la te r , and already the body 
has expanded h a lf  way across the sta g e . The other sid e  of the stage  
i s  crowded with the furniture which has been moved there to  
accommodate the bo d y ,  AmfedAe measures i t s  progress; i t  i s  growing 
a t the ra te  of twelve centim eters every twenty minutes. He comments 
on the new growth o f mushrooms and says that i t  i s  a p ity  that they  
are poisonous ones. They can not even eat them or s e l l  them. He 
says th at he was never a success in  anything, th at anyone e ls e  would 
manage th ings much b e tter  than he: "Je su is  dAsarmi dans la  v ie .
Je su is un inadaptA. . . .  Je ne su is  pas f a i t  pour v ivre  dans ce 
s iA c le ." 3^
Uadeleine t r ie s  to  blame a l l  th e ir  troubles on him: "Quel
mauvais caractAreI Quel homme im possibleI . . .  Au moins, s i  tu avais
% b i d . ,  pp. 266-267. 
3gI b l d . ,  p. 269.
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une q u a li t6  quelconque. Tu v o is  b ien  oft nous en somraes, ail tu  m’as 
am ende."^  More reproaches fo llo w , and Am&d6e i s  so t i r e d  th a t  he 
s in k s  in to  h is  c h a ir . She t e l l s  him to  g e t r i d  of th e  body, b u t he 
says th a t  he no longer has any s tre n g th  or w i l l .  She t e l l s  him to  
take  some m edicine o r a to n ic .  But h ie  fa t ig u e  i s  something more 
than  p h y s ic a l, and medicine no longer has any e f f e c t  on him: "Moi
a u ss i  j e  so u ff re . Hoi non p lus j e  ne me reconnais p lu s . E t tu  d is  
que j e  n 'a i  pas changfil"37 His fac e  expresses a look of g re a t 
f a t ig u e , b u t he prom ises th a t  he w i l l  do a l l  th a t  he can to  g e t r i d  
o f the  booty.
They speak of th e  p a s t ,  as they wonder how th e  body came 
th e re  i n  th e  f i r s t  p la c e . Madeleine says th a t  i t  was a young lo v e r , 
whom Am6d&e k i l l e d .  But Am6d&e can not remember doing i t .  He 
suggests t h a t  they  a re  both re sp o n s ib le .
This body which con tinues to  grow i s  one o f th e  most s t r ik in g  
symbols in  Io n e sc o 's  th e a tr e  and one which has given r i s e  to  various 
in te r p r e ta t io n s .  In  g e n e ra l, i t  i s  assumed to  re p re se n t what was the 
happiness of th e  young coup le , or r a th e r  what could  have been th e i r  
h a p p in e ss .3® More s p e c i f ic a l ly  i t  re p re se n ts  th e  death  of love 
between t h e m . T h e  id ea  th a t  i t  i s ,  in  a d d itio n  to  t h e i r  dead love ,
36I b id . ,  p . 270.
37I b ld . ,  p . 273.
3®Marc Beigbeder, "Comment s 'e n  d £ b arrasse r?  d 1Eugene Ionesco 
au th e a tre  Baby1o n e ," Th6Itre de finance, IV 66.
■^Lamont, 0£. c i t . ,  p . 191.
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th e i r  whole b i t t e r  re la t io n s h ip  and m eaningless l i f e  to g e th e r  has 
been p u t fo r th  by Leonard Pronko.^O A s im ila r  in te r p r e ta t io n  i s  
t h a t  of Ren6e S au re l, w ho.w rites th a t  i t  i s  not only t h e i r  dead love* 
b u t a ls o  th e i r  com plaints and b i t t e r n e s s , a "monstrueux fibrbme 
c o n ju g a l."^1 Mechel Z&raffa o ffe rs  th e  suggestion  th a t  i t  i s  sim ply 
" I 1 ennui c o n ju g a l ." ^
S everal c r i t i c s  have suggested th a t  i t  re p re se n ts  g u i l t .  
According to  Laurence Kitchen, i t  i s  "an o b jec tiv e  c o r r e la t iv e  of 
p ro c ra s t in a t io n  and g u i l t .  This id ea  of g u i l t  i s  supported  by 
Ren6e S a u r e l . ^  G u ilt  i s  a lso  mentioned by Simone Benmussa, who 
says th a t  th e  bocty rep re se n ts  th e  "souvenir d 'u n  pfichd l o i n t a i n , " ^
C. J .  G reshoff o f fe rs  th e  ex p lan a tio n  th a t  i t  i s  the  growth of a 
c h ild  and re p re se n ts  a p o ss ib le  a b o r t i o n .^  This i s  a lso  suggested  
by the t e x t  i t s e l f ,  when Am6d6e says, "Une v o is in e  nous a confi6  
un jo u r un b 6 b 6 ." ^
^L eo n ard  C. Pronko, "The A n t i - s p i r i tu a l  V ictory  in  th e  
T heater o f Io n esco ,"  Modern Drama, I I  (May, 1959), 30.
^■Saurel, og. c i t . ,  p . 2289.
^ M ich e l Z firaffa , "R hinoceros," Europe, No. 372 (I960), 257.
^ L au ren ce  K itch in , "T heatre—Nothing b u t T heatre : The Plays
of Ionesco ,"  Encounter, X (A p ril, 1958), UO.
^ S a u r e l ,  op. c i t . ,  p . 2287.
^Sim one Benmussa, "Les e n sev e lis  dans le  th fe itre  d'Eug&ne 
Io n esco ,"  Cahlers R enaud-B arrault, Nos. 22/23 (May, 1958), 199.
^ C .  J .  G reshoff, "A Note on Eugene Ionesco ,"  French S tu d ies , 
XV (January , 1961), 39-
^ Io n e s c o , T h64tre, I ,  276.
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One of the most t e l l in g  explanations i s  that of George Strem 
th at i t  i s  Am6d6e's own higher self.^®  This would seem most in  keeping 
with the general tneme of Ion esco 's plays that one's s e l f  i s  submerged, 
or even k i l le d ,  by the cares and d u ties  of so c ia l  l i f e . ^  Ionesco  
h im self, in  h is  introductory speech to  a performance of th is  play in  
London, g ives us a c lear  in s ig h t in to  the meaning of the bo<fy when he 
speaks of the a lien a tio n  of man from what he c a l ls  "la troisiSm e 
dimension indispensable a p artir  de la q u e lle  1'homme commence a etre  
vrai."^® I t  would seem th at th is  "third dimension" has been almost 
k il le d  in  Am6d6e, and perhaps i t  i s  to  th is  th at Ionesco has given  
v is ib le  form in  h is p lay . Yihatever may be the explanation, i t  i s  
cer ta in ly  one of Ion esco 's memorable images. I t  p resen ts, in  the 
words of Martin E ss lin , "what i s  probably h is most powerful symbol of 
the p ro life ra tio n  of matter and i t s  s t i f l in g  of the s p i r i t ." ^
To Madeleine, however, i t  i s  not so much a matter o f explaining  
the body's presence as i t  i s  of ge ttin g  rid  of i t .  Am6d6e promises 
th a t he w i l l  take i t  away th is  very n igh t; then she w i l l  at la s t  be 
happy. She merely r e p lie s :  "Heureuse . . .  Heureuse . . .  Comme s i  on
pouvait rattraper l e  temps perdul Toutes ces ann6es gachfies, c 'e s t  
un poids mort. . . .  ga  restera  toujours." She w i l l  not mind w aiting
^ S tre m , o£. c i t . ,  p . 155* 
ho
•^Pronko, og. c i t . ,  p p . 2 9 -3 5 .
' I o n e s c o ,  Motes e t  c o n tre -n o te s , p . 175.
^M artin E ss lin , The Theatre of the Absurd (New York:
Doubleday and Company, I n c .,  l9b l)>  p. 1(577
3k
u n t i l  n ig h t f a l l ;  a f t e r  a l l ,  she i s  accustomed to  w a itin g : "H ila s ,
j e  su is  hab itude d » a tten d re , a tte n d re , a tte n d re , a t t e n t e ,  manque de 
c o n fo r t , v o i la  ce que f u t  ma v ie ."  "La mienne a u s s i ,"  r e p l ie s  
Am6d6e.-^
While they  w a it, Madeleine k n i ts  and Am6d6e t r i e s  to  w r i te .
He shu ts h is  eyes, and th e  s tag e  grows d a rk e r . M adeleine and Am6d6e 
fad e  in to  the  daricness, and a dream sequence i s  enacted  by d i f f e r e n t  
a c to rs  re p re se n tin g  th e  couple when th ey  were newly m arried . Am6d6e 
I I  i s  young and rom antic ; he moves toward Madeleine I I ,  c a l l in g  her 
name. She backs o f f ,  say ing , "N1 approche p a s . Ne me touche p as.
Tu p iques, p iq u es , p iq u es . Tu me f a i s  roa-all Qu’e s t-c e  que tu  
veu-eu-euxl 0& v a s-tu ?  Ou v a s - tu ? 1' ^  Amfedfee I I  t e l l s  he r to  open 
th e  c u rta in s  and reg a rd  the  dawn of sp rin g  and the  warmth and 
sunsh ine . Madeleine I I  says th a t  she can see nothing b u t n ig h t, 
r a i n ,  and mud: "Aveugle, tu  em bellis  l a  r 6 a l i t6 l  Ne v o is - tu  pas
que tu  1*e m b e ll i s ? " ^  He t e l l s  her to  look a t  the  green v a lle y  where 
l i l i e s  bloom, b u t a l l  she can see a re  mushrooms. He beg ins to  s in g , 
and she say s: "Q uelle vo ix  s t r id e n te l  Tu me perces le s  o r e i l l e s l
Tu f a i s  m a-a-ll . . .  S ad i-iq u e l S a -d i- i-q u e  1 "55 He t e l l s  h e r of 
h is  f e e l in g  l ig h t  and f r e e :  11 Uni v e rs  aferien . . .  Libertfc . . .
Puissance tra n sp a re n te  . . .  E q u ilib re  . . .  L^g&re p le n itu d e  . . .  Le
^ Io n e s c o ,  Thfeatre, I ,  279-280.
53I b id . ,  p . 286.
% b i d .
^ I b i d . ,  p . 287.
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monde n 'a  pas de p d d a ." - ^
At th is  p o in t th e  dream sequence I s  momentarily in te r ru p te d
by AmidAe i ,  s t i l l  h a l f  a s leep  in  h is  arm chairi
Le temps e s t  lo u rd . Le monde 6 p a is . Les annftes br&ves. Les 
secondes le n te s .  . . .  C 'e s t  lo u rd . Et p o u rta n t, c 'e s t  s i  a a l 
c o l l t  . . .  i l  n*y a  que des tro u e  . . .  l e s  murs c h a n c e lle n t, 
l e s  masses de plomb s 'a f f a i s s e n t i  . . .  Cela va se  d & sa rticu le r 
to u t  & f a i t ,  to u t  a f a i t . 57
The c o n tra s t  between h is  s p i r i t  now and when he was a young man i s
q u ite  s t r i k in g .  The reaso n  f a r  i t  i s  a ls o  ev id en t, as Am6d6e'8
rom antic fe e l in g s  a re  s t i f l e d  by U adeleine.
Am£d6e U  co n tin u es: "Nous nous aimons. Nous sonnies heureux.
Dans l a  maison de v e r re ,  l a  maison de lum iire ."^®  "lia ison  de v e rre "
i s  converted  by U adeleine in to  "maison de f e r . "  This con tinues fo r
se v e ra l r e p l i e s ,  u n t i l  f i n a l ly  Am£d6e l e t s  h im self be won over to
U adeleine*s v iew point]
Am6d£e I I i  lia ison  de v e r re , de lu m id re .. .
U adeleine I I :  lia ison  de f e r ,  maison de n u i t l
AmAd6e I I :  De v e rre , de luai& re , de v e rre , de lum i& re...
U adeleine I I :  De f e r ,  de n u i t ,  de n u i t . . .
Amftdfe I I :  H ila s , l e  f e r ,  l a  n u i t . . .
Am6die has f a i l e d  to  persuade h e r  to  jo in  him in  a  l i f e  o f beau ty .
U adeleine w ins, and i t  i s ,  according to  R ichard U. Eastman, her
" fe a rs  o f sex , in s e c u r i ty ,  neighbors—of l i f e  i t s e l f "  which have
$6I b id . , p . 288.
^ 7I b i d . ,  p . 289.
58I b l d . ,  p . 2?0.
^ I b i d .
k i l l e d  th ie  p o ss ib le  l i f e  o f love and b eau ty *^0 To the  words, Hau 
se co u rs ,"  they both  run o f f  th e  scatter and then  th e  l ig h t  comes up 
once more on th e  o ld e r  coup le .
Madeleine t e l l s  him th a t  i t  i s  alm ost tim e to  take  th e  body 
o u t. AmAdAe, p o ss ib ly  s t i l l  under th e  in flu en ce  o f h is  dream, says: 
nS a ia - tu , M adeleine, s i  nous nous aimions en vAritA , s i  nous nous 
a iadons, to u t  c e la  n 'a u r a i t  p lu s  aucune im portance. . . .  Aimons-nous, 
M adeleine, je  t 'e n  su p p lie . Tu s a i s ,  I 1amour arrange  to u t ,  i l  
change la  v ie . Me c r o ie - tu ,  me comprend8-tu?" To which Madeleine 
r e p l i e s :  "Laisse-m oi done I . . .  Ce n 'e s t  pas une a f f a i r e  de sen tim en t.
. . .  Ce n 'e s t  pas 1 'amour qui peu t dA barrasser le s  gens des souc is de 
1* e x i s te n c e ." ^
I t  i s  tim e to  s t a r t  removing the  body. They begin to  drag i t  
towards th e  window. This re q u ire s  a  g re a t  e f f o r t ,  and AmAdAe pu ts 
a l l  h is  s tre n g th  to  i t .  M adeleine t r i e s  to  h e lp , b u t a c tu a lly  h e r 
movements only impede h is  p ro g re ss . The body f i n a l ly  y ie ld s ,  and 
th e re  i s  a thunderous c rash  as th e  whole apartm ent trem b les. P la s te r  
f a l l s  from th e  c e i l in g  and fu rn i tu re  i s  turned  over. The s tage  
d ire c tio n s  a t  th is  p o in t are  in d ic a t iv e  of j u s t  how deeply roo ted  in  
t h e i r  apartm ent, and hence in  t h e i r  l iv e s ,  th e  body has been: "On
d o it  a v o ir  1*im press!on que le  cadavre . . .  e n tra in e  dans son dApart 
to u te  l a  maison e t  le s  e n t r a i l l e s  des personnages• Am Ad A e
^ R ic h a rd  M. Eastman, "Experiment and V ision  in  Io n esco 's  
P la y s ,"  Modern Drama, IV (May, 1961), 13.
^ Io n e s c o , ThA ltre, I ,  291.
62I b id . ,  p . 301.
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continues to  p u ll u n t il  most of the body i s  out o f the window. He 
then climbs out and continues to  p u ll, w hile Uadeleine shouts 
d irection s to  him from in s id e . The act ends as the body i s  f in a l ly  
pu lled  through the window.
The th ird  a c t, in  con trast to  the f i r s t  two, which were rather 
morbid, i s  pure comedy* I t  i s  a very short act, and i t  takes place  
on l i t t l e  Torco square, near the Seine. AmAdAe comes in to  the square 
dragging the body. There he meets a drunken American so ld ie r , who 
has been thrown out o f a bar. The so ld ier  asks AmAdAe about the 
body that he i s  dragging, and AmAdAe t e l l s  him th at i t  i s  a fr ien d , 
adding, "Ah, c 'e s t  un malheur, l e  grand malheur de ma v ie  . . .  notre  
drame. . . .  Vous ne ccmprendriez p astn^
AmAdAe's load i s  too heavy fo r  him, and he can drag i t  no 
longer. He stops and looks up a t  the sky, which i s  b eau tifu l th is  
time of the n igh t. The so ld ier  wants to  aid AmAdAe, and he has a 
sudden id ea . He sp ins AmAdAe round l ik e  a top , and the body r o l l s  
up around him. By th is  time the whole d is t r ic t  i s  a s t ir ,  l ig h ts  
are on in  a l l  the windows, several other so ld ie rs  come up with 
th e ir  g ir ls ,  and eventually  two policemen. AmAdAe, frigh tened , runs 
behind a w a ll, and the policemen fo llow  him. Then a surprising  
thing happens, as the body wound around AmAdAe becomes extremely 
l ig h t  and goes up to  the sky, carrying AmAdAe along with i t .
Everyone screams with surprise and runs to  watch.
Madeleine rushes up, asking where her husband i s .  She i s
63Ibid . ,  p. 309.
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astonished to  see  him in  the air* and she c a l ls  to  him to  cone back 
down* AmAdAe* continuing to  go up* excuses h im self i Me voudrais 
bien  r a ster . . . .  Hester le s  pieds sur ter re . . . .  C 'est contre ma 
volontA. Je ne veux pas qu'on m'emporte. . . .  Je Buis pour le  
progr&s* je  dABire Atre u t i l e  k mes sem blables. Je su is  pour l e  
r6alisme s o c i a l . U a d e l e i n e  begs him to  cone back home* and she 
t e l l s  him th at the mushrooms have bloomed. AmAdAe only r e p lie s :  
"C'est l e  vent* mol je  ne veux pasl . . .  Ce n 'e s t  pas exprAsl . . .
Ce n 'e s t  pas librement con sentil . . .  Pardon* Messieurs-dames* j e  
su is  confusl PardonI . . .  Oh* ohI je  me sens cependant tout 
g u iller e t*  tout g u i l le r e t ." ^  He disappears* as Uadeleine and 
the crowd a l l  watch.
Thus the body* which had caused so much worry and anxiety  
when i t  was growing in  the apartment of the couple* becomes the 
instrument of AmAdAe *s l ib e r a tio n  from the cares of domestic l i f e .  
He has won back h is  youthful joyousness and lig h tn e ss . This harks 
back to  the dream sequence o f Act Two* in  which the young and 
optim istic  AmAdAe describes the p o s s ib i l i t ie s  fo r  happiness: "Si
tu vou la is  . . .  i l  y aurait* i l  y aurait: sAve d'abondance . . .  aux
pieds des a ile s*  nos jambee des a i le s  . . .  l e s  Apaules des a i le s  . . .  
abolie* la  peeanteur . . .  plus jamais la  fa t ig u e ." ^  The lib e r a tio n  
from h is  worldly burdens i s  brought about by the resurrected body
6**Ibid.* p . 317.
6$Ibld .* pp. 317-318.
66t b i d . ,  p . 288.
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of a l l  th a t had been k i l le d  In him—a l l  the optimism, appreciation  
of beauty, c r e a t iv ity , and worth ae a v i t a l  human being, which have 
somehow survived the a n ti-a p ir itu a l forces in  l i f e —and to  which he 
i s  r e jo in e d .^
Am6d6e i s  indeed fortunate to  escape from th is  world, but he, 
along with the Blrenger of P iston de l ' a i r , are the only two 
characters o f Ion esco 's theatre to  do so . The r e s t  o f h is  characters 
are a l l  buried w ith in  th e ir  r e s tr ic t in g  universe by the cares of  
d a ily  l i f e  and th e ir  so c ia l d u ty .68 The hero of Victimes du devoir, 
another playwright l ik e  Am6d6e, has no such good fortune*
The scene i s  again the "intdrieur p etit-b ou rgeo is ,"  and the 
w ife i s  again c a lle d  Uadeleine, but the hero th is  time i s  named 
Choubert. As the play begins, he i s  reading the newspaper, and h is  
w ife  i s  darning socks. He t e l l e  Uadeleine about a new recommendation 
by the Adm inistration, and he complains how a l l  th e ir  recommendations 
have a way of turning in to  s t r i c t  law s. His w ife  has no complaint 
about t h i s ,  however, and even agrees with the Administration* She 
does not mind sa c r if ic e ;  one always gets used to  new h a b its .
Their calm domestic scene i s  interrupted by a d e tec tiv e , who 
i s  looking fo r  the previous tenant of th is  f l a t ,  a cer ta in  U a llo t.
The treatment o f the search fo r  U allo t (who represents what the 
d etective  assumes to  be Choubert's basic a e l f ^ )  w i l l  be d ea lt with
^ P ro n k o , og. c i t . ,  p . 31*. 
% d . ,  p . 35.
^ E ichard  Seheehmar, "The Inner and the Outer R e a lity ," Tulane 
Drama Review, VII (Spring, 1?63), 203*
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a t  g re a te r  len g th  i n  l a t e r  c h a p te rs .? 0 S u ffic e  i t  to  say here th a t  
the  d e te c t iv e ,  and l a t e r  o th e r c h a ra c te rs  in  th e  p lay , re p re se n ts  
s o c ie ty 's  c o n tro l over th e  form ation  of th e  in d iv id u a l 's  id e n t i ty .
The im portan t th in g  i s  th a t  t h i s  c o n tro l i s  achieved w ith  the  f u l l  
coo p era tio n  of the  w ife . In  th e  p lay  Madeleine does a l l  th a t  she 
can to  a id  th e  d e te c tiv e  and h o ld  Choubert bound to  h is  d u t ie s .
In  one o f th e  main ep isodes, Choubert, i n  a k ind of tra n c e , 
a ttem p ts to  clim b a mountain and take o f f  in to  the  sky . Madeleine 
says th a t  he can no t leave h e r , because she has fo u r c h ild re n  who 
need to  be fed . She o f fe rs  gold and f r u i t  to  him to  t ry  to  keep 
him from f ly in g  away. He g e ts  ready to  f ly ,  and Madeleine r id ic u le s  
him. Then suddenly in  d is t r e s s  he f e e ls  d iszy ; he lo se s  h is  
confidence and f a l l s .  He i s  brought back to  h is  du ty , and Madeleine 
tak es  him back w ith  a vengeance. She mocks him, t r e a t s  him l ik e  a 
c h i ld ,  and t e l l s  him th a t  he must always do as he i s  to ld .  She 
tak es  th e  p a r t  o f the  d e te c tiv e  a g a in s t Choubert and o rders th e  
l a t t e r  to  obey him. Choubert has no refuge  from th e  world o f s o c ia l  
l iv in g ,  where s o c ie ty 's  r ig h ts  are  v igo rously  defended by h is  wife.?^- 
M adeleine 's id e n t i ty  changes se v e ra l tim es during th e  course 
of the  p la y : a t  tim es she i s  h is  w ife , a t  o th e r tim es she i s  h is
m other, and a t  s t i l l  o th e r tim es she i s  th e  seductive  young woman 
whom Choubert m arried ; b u t a t  a l l  tim es she re p re se n ts  koman—one
70See C hapter I I ,  pp. 6U-69, and C hapter IV, pp. lltf-lS U .
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?^Pronko, og. c i t . ,  p. 31*.
of s o c ie ty 's  fo rc e s  which se rv e  to  engu lf the  i n d i v i d u a l . ^  In  
Io n e s c o 's  th e a tre  man i s  b e tray ed  by woman. He i s  degraded by her 
and trapped  in to  subm ission to  the  bourgeois s o c ia l  outlook and 
ro u tin e . In  th e se  e a r ly  p la y s , Ionesco i s  concerned w ith  love and 
m arriage i n  th e  bourgeois w orld , where love i s  fo rm alised  and 
k i l l e d . I t  i s  h is  female c h a ra c te rs  who re p re se n t the  dominant 
s p i r i t ,  and th e  men e x is t  only n e g a tiv e ly , subdued, even fem inized, 
by t h e i r  w o m e n . M a r r i a g e  i s  rep re se n te d  as a s o c ia l  fu n c tio n  
which i s  one o f the  p r in c ip a l  means whereby the in d iv id u a l lo se s  
p a r t  of h is  i d e n t i ty .
^ R ic h a rd  N. Coe, Eugene Ionesco (New York: Grove P re ss ,
I n c . ,  1961), p . 56.
73I b i d . ,  p . 57.
7^Roger Kempf, "L'homme e t  l a  femme dans l 'e s p a c e  d'Eug&ne 
Io n esco ,"  Romanische Forschungen, LXXII (I960 ), 97.
CHAPTER I I  
SOCIAL DUTIES AND DAILI ROUTINE
Ionesco shows concern over h is  b e l i e f  th a t  th e  m echanical 
a sp ec t of l i f e  i s  In c reas in g  a t  the  expense of the  human a sp e c t.
He reproaches people who l e t  t h e i r  l iv e s  be so c o n tro lle d  by e x te r io r  
fo rc e s  t h a t  they have no id e n t i ty  o ther than  th a t  o f t h e i r  s o c ia l  
fu n c tio n . Those who belong only to  th e i r  s o c ia l  m ilie u , he f e e l s ,  
and in  e f f e c t  p r iso n e rs  o f i t ;  by being only s o c ia l  they  have became 
a lie n a te d  and em pty.^ The s o c ia l  f a c e t  o f l i f e ,  which Ionesco c a l l s  
th e  A palsseur s o c ia le , c o n s is ts  la rg e ly  of a l l  th o se  a c tio n s  which 
a re  l i t t l e  more th an  ro u tin e , form ality*  and h a b it .  I t  i s  th e  
perform ance of o n e 's  s o c ia l  o b lig a tio n s , of the  thousand and one 
t r i v i a l  d u tie s  th a t  a person  must do in  d a ily  l i f e .  To Ionesco th e  
b a n a l ity  o f t h i s  v ie  quo tld lenne i s  deadly to  v i t a l  human l i f e ,  
e s p e c ia l ly  to  th a t  of the  mind. This i s  what A lb e rt Schulze 
V ellinghausen , i n  h is  p e n e tra tin g  study on Ionesco , c a l l s  "der 
H-Bombe ' B a n a l i ta t1.
Ionesco draws our a t te n t io n  to  the  sh eer m echanical asp ec t 
of l iv in g .  He b e lie v e s  th a t  ro u tin e  makes of a person  a s te re o ty p e .
^Eugine Ionesco , Notes e t  c o n tre -n o te s  (P a r is :  E d itions
G allim ard, 1962), p . 7ii. ——
J
A lb e rt S chu lte  V ellinghausen, "EugAne Io n esco ,"  Das 
Abenteuer Io n esco : B eltrtige sum T heater von heute  (ZuricRV
Hans Suctolf S ta u ffac h e r, 1 * ]?8 ),p . Id .
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He once s a id  i n  an in te rv ie w  th a t  ro u tin e  se p a ra te s  man from h im self 
and fro n  h is  deepest t r u th .^  Io n e sc o 's  c h a ra c te rs  perform  ro u tin e  
a c tio n s  w ithout really knowing why they a re  doing them o r what 
purpose they  se rv e . They go through th ese  movements alm ost a s i f  
they were going through a ceremony, bu t i t  i s  a ceremony which has 
l o s t  a l l  meaning f o r  them .^ Ionesco shows us people who a re  dead on 
the  in s id e , y e t  who go through th e  motions o f l iv e  p eo p le . But they  
a re  no t b o  much people as they a re  "energ ies i n  m o v e m e n t . T h e y  
have l o s t  t h e i r  s e n s ib i l i ty  and th e  a b i l i t y  to  have new se n sa tio n s ; 
th e re  i s  no novelty  i n  th e i r  l iv e s .  They have l e t  t h e i r  b a s ic  se lv es  
became so encrusted  w ith  ro u tin e s  and o b lig a tio n s  th a t  they have 
become n o n -e x is te n t.^
I t  has been sa id  th a t  Io n e sc o 's  p lays a re  a l l  the  more 
s t r ik in g  because they  only t r a n s la te  th e  rA alitA  q u o tid len n e . ? His 
c h a ra c te rs  are  immersed i n  a w orld where l i f e  goes on th e  same from 
day to  day, where each one has th e  same thoughts as th e  o th e rs , where 
people speak as a s o c ia l  o b lig a tio n , perform  th e i r  d u t ie s ,  and expect 
o th e r  people to  do th e i r s .  Ionesco a ttem p ts to  show th a t  the  s o c ia l
^Richard Schechner, "An In te rv iew  w ith  Ionesco ,"  Tulane Drama 
Review, VII (Spring , 1963), 161*.
^John T. D an iel, "Io resco  and the R itu a l of n ih i l i s m ," Drama 
Survey, I  (Spring , 1961),
^Marcel B rion, "Sur Ionesco ,"  Uercure de F rance, No. 1150 
(June, 195?), 272. ---------------------------
^Juan Guerrero Zamora, H is to r ia  d e l te a t r o  contemporAneo 
(Barcelona* Juan  F lo re , 1961), I I ,  277.
?Marc Beigbeder, "Comment s 'e n  dfibarrasaer? d ’Eugine Ionesco  
au thSfitre  Babylone," Thi&tre de France,"IV  66.
a sp e c t of human l i f e  i s  bo th  absurd and inhuman. This s o c ia l  fo rce
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i s  what Ionesco s e t s  ou t to  d i s c r e d i t .  His c h a ra c te rs  go through 
f a n ta s t ic  a c t io n s , which n e v e rth e le ss  have th e i r  b a s is  in  r e a l i t y ,  
i n  our everyday s o c ia l  h a b its  and custom s.^ The more th ese  people 
ccme c lo se  to  d a ily  l i f e ,  th e  more t e r r i f y in g  they  a re .  They imply 
fo r  th e  audience what i s  t h e i r  own l i f e ,  t h e i r  own d e s tiq y .
Io n e sc o 's  c h a ra c te rs , as they  move ra p id ly  and th o u g h tle ss ly  
around, a re  i l l u s t r a t i v e  of B ergson 's id ea  th a t  a m echanical elem ent 
in tro d u ced  in to  n a tu re , o r an autom atic re g u la tio n  of s o c ie ty , o r i n  
f a c t ,  any example of something a r t i f i c i a l  tak in g  th e  p lace  of th e  laws 
o f n a tu re , evokes l a u g h t e r .^  The c h a ra c te rs  them selves do no t r e a l is e  
t h i s ;  i t  i s  only when th ey  a re  perce ived  by o th e rs  th a t  t h e i r  a c tio n s  
became co n ic . In  Ionesco , however, they  a re  more than  conrLc, fo r  
beneath  i s  th e  Im pression  of a machine out o f c o n t r o l . ^  This 
techn ique of something m echanical ap p lied  to  something l iv in g  exp la ins 
a g re a t deal about Io n e sc o 's  p la y s . So many of h is  c h a ra c te rs , 
e sp e c ia lly  those  of h is  e a r ly  p lay s , a re  nothing more than  p iec es  o f 
mechanism which have no w i l l  o f  t h e i r  own. They a re  human beings on
Q
Jean  Duvignaud, "La D firision ,"  C ah iers R enaud-B arrault,
No. 29 (February, i 960) ,  19-20.
^Jacques Guicharnaud, "A World ou t o f C on tro l: Eugfcne
Io n esco ,"  American Society  Legion of Honor Magaaine, XXXI (I9 6 0 ), 107.
^ H e n r i  Bergson, "Le R ire : S ssa i su r  l a  S ig n if ic a t io n  du
Ccmique," Oeuvres v ^ r i s :  P resses  U n iv e rs i ta ire s  de France, 1959),
pp. ti 1^-91, " pas aim.
^■Guicharnaud, og. c i t . ,  p . 110.
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the eurface, but in s id e  they are more dead than a liv e .^ 2 Hi a 
characters su b stitu te  speed and a c t iv ity  fo r  s i l l .  In  sp ite  of 
having f u l l  l i v e s ,  they are empty. But the im plication  behind th is  
i s  darker s t i l l ,  for i t  su ggests, according to  Jacques Guicharnaud, 
th a t "creation i t s e l f  i s  nothing other than the mechanical b a lle t  of  
sorrowful and grotesque masks, which continues on i t s  own momentum, 
without ju s t if ic a t io n  and without c o n tr o l." ^
In Cantatrice chauve Ionesco has created characters who 
are guided in  everything by form ality and routine. They act according 
to  th e ir  so c ia l r o le ,  not from any in d iv id u al m otivation. They are, 
in  the words of Ionesco, "des peraonnages sans caractftres . . .  dea 
personnages creux, l e  pur so c ia l:  car l'fime so c ia le  n 'e s t  p a s ." 1^
Their language and gestures are automatic, and they have nothing 
personal to  say, because they have no inner l i f e .  In w ritin g  about 
h is  f i r s t  play in  hi* journal Ionesco says that such people are part 
o f "la m6canique du quotidien" to  such an extent th at they are 
in d istin gu ish ab le  from i t .  The Smiths and the Martina do not think  
fo r  them selves, no longer are moved by anything, no longer have any 
passionsj in  sh ort, they do not know how to  be. They can become 
any one, fo r , not being in d iv id u a ls , they are only the others, "le 
monde de 1 ' impersonne1," and thus they are in terch an geab le .^
12C. J .  G reehoff, "A Note on Eugfcne Io n esco ,"  French S tu d ies , 
IV (January , l ? 6 l ) ,  36.
^Quicharnaud, eg. c i t . ,  p . 115.
I o n e s c o ,  eg. c i t . ,  p . l 6 l .
^Ibid., p. l6o.
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La Cantatrlce chauve shows us people who l iv e  the p erfect  
seren ity  of a l i f e  preserved by so lid  in s t itu t io n s . They are 
s a t is f ie d  with th e ir  way of l i f e ,  and they do not question i t .
They are tranquil and assured, p er fec tly  content w ithin th e ir  own 
l i t t l e  world. The opening scene r e f le c t s  th is  peace o f mind, as 
Ur. and Mrs. Snith, a bourgeois couple, are s i t t in g  in  th e ir  liv in g  
room engaging in  a ty p ic a l m idd le-class after-dinner conversation .
The stage d irection s a t th is  point are very revea lin g . Ionesco uses 
the ad jective  "anglais11 f i f t e e n  tim es, but with a meaning far  broader 
than "English," fo r , as Ionesco says, th is  could be a m iddle-class  
couple anywhere.^ Hence i t  would not seem inappropriate to  
su b stitu te  the word "bourgeois" for "anglais" in  order to  get the 
f u l l  e f f e c t  o f the stage d irec tio n s.
Riring the after-d inn er conversation Mr. Smith mentions an 
old fr ien d  of the fam ily named Bobby Watson. This causes some 
confusion in  pinning down the exact id e n tity  o f th is  person, as there 
are many people they know who are named Bobby Watson, a l l  of them, 
in  fa c t ,  travelin g  salesmen. Bobby Watson’s w ife  i s  a lso  named 
Bobby Watson, as are both of th e ir  ch ild ren , a boy and a g ir l .  These 
two children have an aunt and an uncle with th is  same name, and i t  
seems as i f  there i s  no end of Bobby Watsons*
Mr. Smith t r ie s  to  describe the w ife o f Bobby Watson, but h is  
d escrip tion  i s  only hollow verbiage, even contradictory, and does 
nothing to  l e t  anyone know hew she looked:
l 6Ib id . ,  p. 155.
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R ile a des t r a i t s  rftguliers e t  pourtant on ne peut pas d ire  
q u 'e lle  e s t  b e l le .  E lle  e s t  trop grande e t  trop fo r te . Ses 
t r a i t s  ne sont pas r6gu liers e t  pourtant on peut d ire  q u 'e lle  
e s t  trde b e l le .  E lle  e s t  un peu trop p e t i t e  e t  trop maigre.^-7
I t  seems as i f  her appearance does not r ea lly  matter, any more than
her name, s in ce  a l l  th e ir  m idd le-class friends have sim ilar l iv e s ,
and minor d istin gu ish in g  ch a r a cter is tic s  such as physica l appearance
and names are not important. There i s  no r e a l d ifferen ce  in  th e ir
pattern of l iv in g ,  so the name Bobby Watson would seem to apply
equally w e ll to  any one of them.
Maiy, the maid, en ters. Her id e n tity  i s  immediately 
estab lish ed , but nevertheless she informs us that she i s  Mary the 
maid. She recounts to  the audience her d a ily  routine j and as soon 
as she f in is h e s , Mrs. Smith asks her what she has done that day, her 
question incorporating what Mary has ju s t  sa id  almost word for  word. 
She knows, o f course, ju s t  what Mary always does on her day o f f , and 
th e ir  speaking of i t  i s  only another form ality . Mary informs the  
Smiths that th e ir  guests for  the evening, Mr. and Mrs. Martin, have 
arrived.
There fo llow s a d e lig h tfu lly  comic scene, in  which Mr. and 
Mrs. Martin, by carefu l reasoning, conclude that they are married to  
each other. They have ju s t  been ushered in to  the house by Mary, and 
they s i t  down to  wait for the arriva l of the Smiths. They s i t  
opposite each other, and each one, in  h is  turn, says th a t i t  seems 
as i f  he has seen the other somewhere before. From th e ir  questions
■^Ionesco, lh6fttre (P a r is j Editions Gallimara, 1951*), I» 23.
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and answers i t  comes to  l i g h t  th a t  bo th  o f them are  from M anchester, 
both of them had l e f t  th e re  f iv e  weeks ago, both  had taken th e  8:30 
t r a in  to  London, had tra v e le d  second c la s s ,  i n  c a r  No. 6 , 6 th  
compartment, and bo th  had s a t  n ex t to  the  window. They say th a t  they 
must have met th e re ; y e t  n e ith e r  can remember i t .
They con tinue  th e i r  re c ip ro c a l  in te r ro g a t io n , and i t  i s  
d iscovered  th a t  both  of them l iv e  on Brom field S t r e e t ,  No. 19, 6 th  
f lo o r ,  apartm ent No. 8 , and bo th  s leep  in  a bed covered w ith  a green 
sp read . They decide th a t  i t  i s  in  bed th a t  they must have met; y e t  
n e ith e r  one can remember i t .  Mr. M artin says th a t  he has a l i t t l e  
daughter named A lice , who i s  two years o ld , b lond, w ith  one w hite 
eye and one red eye . Mrs. M artin  says th a t  she a ls o  has such a 
daugh te r. This appears to  them to  be a s tra n g e  co incidence . They 
remain in  s ile n c e  f o r  a w h ile ; then  Mr. M artin  stands up and says 
th a t  th e re  can be no doubt about i t ,  th a t  Mrs. M artin  i s  h is  very  
own w ife . Mrs. M artin a lso  s tan d s  up, and th e  two o f them go toward 
each o th e r  slowly and embrace w ithout em otion. Then they s i t  down 
again  and go to  s le e p .
Here bourgeois love i s  seen to  be so s ta n d a rd ise d  th a t  even 
man and w ife no longer recogn ise  each o th e r . Even t h e i r  embracing 
seems to  be foxm alized to  th e  p o in t of being more a duty than a 
p le a su re . The f a c t  th a t  t h i s  e n t i r e  scene i s  perform ed in  a steacty 
monotonous tone of vo ice  makes i t  seem alm ost l ik e  a r i t u a l .  Real 
p a ss io n  i s  ab sen t from th e i r  s te reo ty p ed  love-m aking, and boredom 
has taken  i t s  p la c e . At th e  end of th e i r  long re c o g n itio n  scene 
they  f a l l  a s le e p . When they  awake Mr. M artin t e l l s  Mrs. M artin to
1*9
forget what has not happened between them, and now th at they have 
found each other again, they w i l l  l iv e  e y -~ tly  as before. Their 
married l i f e ,  c o lo r le ss  as i t  i s ,  w i l l  continue unchanged.
I t  would seem th at there i s  no spark o f v i t a l  l i f e  l e f t  in
e ith e r  the Smiths or the M artins. This i s  made e sp e c ia lly  evident
at the entrance of the f ir e  c h ie f , who comes looking fo r  a f ir e ,  
any kind, even ju s t  a l i t t l e  spark. When he asks whether there i s  
one around, he i s  to ld , "Non, malheureusement," by Mrs. Martin.
This f i r e  i s  perhaps symbolic of v i t a l  l i f e ,  which has been 
smothered by bourgeois rou tin e . This v i ta l  l i f e ,  which Ionesco  
sometimes c a l ls  Bla  v ie  in tfirieu re,"  i s  p r e c ise ly  what i s  lacking  
in  th e ir  l iv e s .  But i t  i s  u se le ss  for  the f i r e  c h ie f  to  come to
such a bourgeois household looking far sparks. They have long ago
been extinguished . There i s  not even a h in t o f anything burning.
The idea  of f ir e  i s  again taken up when Mary comes in  to  
r e c ite  a poem e n t it le d  "Le feu ."  I t  i s  a short, stark poem, f u l l  of 
l i f e ,  in  which everything catches on f i r e ,  even the f i r e  i t s e l f :
Les polycandres b r i l la ie n t  dans l e s  bois 
Une p ierre p r it  feu  
Le chateau p r it  feu  
La forfct p r it  feu  
Les hommes p r iren t feu  
L bs femmes p riren t feu  
Les oiseaux priren t feu  
Les poissons p riren t feu  
L’eau p r it  feu  
Le c i e l  p r it  feu  
La cendre p r it  feu  
La fum6e p r it  feu  
Tout p r it  feu  
P r it  feu , p r i t  feu .^ °
^^Ibid ., p . 50.
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This perhaps re p re se n ts  th e  f i r e  of c r e a t iv i ty  and p u rposefu l a c t io n . 
At the  end o f th e  poem, Mary becomes so e x c ite d  th a t  she has to  be
pushed from th e  room. Her energy and verve a re  out of p lace  in  t h i s
p la c id  domestic scene.
E ven tually  th e  firem an has to  go, fo r  in  exac tly  th re e  
q u a rte rs  o f an hour and s ix te e n  m inutes he has a f i r e  to  p u t ou t on
th e  o th er s id e  of town. He i s  e sco rted  to  the  door and to ld  t h a t  —-
thanks to  him they have spen t Hun v ra i  q u a rt d 'h eu re  c a rtA s ia n ,"  which 
i s  p re c is e ly  what has n o t happened, b u t i s  perhaps Io n e sc o 's  iro n ic  
way of saying  a t r u ly  bourgeois co n v ersa tio n , f u l l  o f id le  c h a t te r  
and words w ith  l i t t l e  s o l id  co n ten t. A fte r  the  f i r e  c h ie f  le a v es  
th e re  i s  a f r e n e t ic  scene in  which th e i r  so c ia l  behavior d e te r io ra te s  
to  the  p o in t o f a b su rd ity . The people become l ik e  ro b o ts  ou t of 
c o n tro l ,  as they s tan d  around speaking no th ing  b u t sounds. At th is  
p o in t  th e  l ig h t s  go down and then  come up again , and the  p lay  begins 
e x a c tly  where i t  s t a r te d  th e  f i r s t  tim e, w ith  th e  M artins tak in g  th e  
p laces  o f th e  Sm iths. This rebeg inn ing  se rv es  to  p o in t up th e  la c k  
o f a m eaningful l i f e  o f th ese  c h a ra c te rs . The lac k  of a p lo t  
corresponds to  t h e i r  l iv e s  w ithou t purpose. I t  does no t m atte r who 
tak e s  which ro le  in  the  s o c ia l  s t ru c tu re ;  one person  can be rep laced  
by an o th e r, as th e i r  ro u tin e  l i f e  co n tin u es . In  f a c t ,  i t  i s  th is  
very  in te rc h a n g e a b ili ty  th a t  le d  Ionesco to  end th e  p lay  as he d id : 
"Four marquer l e  c a ra c te re  in te rch an g eab le  des personnages, j 'e u s  
simplement 1 'idA e de rem placer, dans le  recommencement, l e s  Smith 
par l e s  M artin ."  So, no t only a re  the  persons in te rch a n g ea b le , b u t
19t h e i r  d e s t in ie s  as w e ll. 7
D aily  chores so c o n tro l people th a t  they f in d  them selves 
s la v es  to  them. They have become so accustomed to  them th a t  they 
cannot s to p . This i s  e s p e c ia l ly  t ru e  of Madeleine i n  AmAdAe* ou 
Comment s 'e n  dA barrasser.^®  For y e a rs  she has been doing th e  same 
household tasks* wearing h e r s e l f  out w ith  th is  d u ll  rou tine*  y e t  
never changing i t  and never stopp ing  i t .  She has become o ld  and 
shrewish* always com plaining and nagging* b u t n e v e rth e le ss  keeping 
up th e  ro u t in e . The f a c t  th a t  the  whole atmosphere of her m arried  
l i f e  has become unbearable* even the  f a c t  th a t  th e re  i s  a body in  
th e  next room* does n o t s to p  h e r  from her hundred and one l i t t l e  
ta sk s  about th e  apartm ent.
At the  beginning of th e  p lay  she i s  busy doing th e  house­
work* even sweeping ou t the  room where th e  body i s .  She moves about* 
opening doors and windows* c lo s in g  them* and reopening them* then
changing h e r mind and c lo s in g  them again . She even r e a l i s e s  th a t
she i s  a s lav e  to  h e r ro u tine*  and she t e l l s  AmAdAe, ttJ e  ne
m 'ap p a rtien s  plus* Je  ne su is  p lu s  moi-mArae* j e  s u is  une e s c l a v e ." ^
She i s  th e  one who earns the  l iv in g  fo r  th i s  household, and her 
p o s i t io n  as a  telephone o p era to r enab les her to  work w ithou t even 
leav ing  the  room. When i t  i s  tim e to  go to  work* she p u ts  on her 
h a t and goes over to  the  sw itchboard w ith  the  same a t te n t io n  as i f
^ Io n e s c o , Notes e t  c o n tre -n o te s* p . 161*.
20This p lay  i s  a ls o  d iscussed  in  Chapter I ,  pp. 27-39* and 
in  C hapter IV, pp. ll*2-ll*3.
^ Io n e s c o , ThAatre, I* 21*1.
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she were going to  an o f f ic e  across town. She goes about her work, 
a u to m a tica lly , f a s t e r  and f a s t e r ,  as th e  hands of the  c lo ck  a t  the  
back of the s tag e  move ra p id ly  to  show how f a s t  time i s  f ly in g .
Her words might be spoken by an automaton:
Je  vcus le  p a sse . . . .  Je  vous l a  p a sse . . . .  Je  vous le s  p asse .
. . .  All&» a l ld  . . .  a l lS  . . .  Je  V0UB 1® passe , Je vous l a  p asse .
. . .  Je  vous le s  p asse . . . .  AUd . . .  A l l S l . . . 22
A ll th i s  ro u tin e  goes on i n  the  m idst of in to le ra b le  anguish . 
AmAdAe can hard ly  do any th ing , and ev en tu a lly  even Madeleine i s  
a f fe c te d . During her lunch hour her a n x ie ty  ge ts  th e  b e s t  of h e r , 
and she no longer has the  energy to  work. At f i r s t ,  however, she 
s t i l l  t r i e s  to  go back to  work. £he pu ts h e r  h a t on, b u t then  says 
th a t  she has come to  th e  end o f h e r s tre n g th . She i s  l ik e  a m echanical 
d o l l  th a t  has broken down. She has no in n e r  s tre n g th , f o r  she has 
always r e l i e d  on ro u tin e  to  keep h e r  going. Now a l l  t h i s  f a i l s  h e r , 
and a l l  she can do i s  sob.
The an x ie ty  o f the  couple mounts w hile th ey  are  w a itin g  fo r  
n ig h t f a l l  so th a t  they can g e t r i d  of th e  b o ty . Madeleine k n its  to  
keep h e r s e l f  busy. She says th a t  she no longer has th e  h e a r t  to  
con tinue  working, b u t s t i l l  she does not s to p . I t  seems alm ost as 
i f  h e r movements a re  beyond h e r  c o n tro l .  This becomes even more 
apparent near the  end o f t h i s  a c t  when she t r i e s  to  he lp  AmAdAe 
move the  body. F i r s t ,  she p icks up a d u st c lo th  from th e  axmoire 
and c leans th e  bothy's shoes. Then she moves over to  the  a rn o ire  
and p u ts  th e  c lo th  back i n .  She does not stop  h e r  movements fo r
22Ib id ., p. 21*8
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even an i n s t a n t ,  She c o n tin u es , d a r t in g  here and th e re , g e t t in g  in  
A m tdle'e way as he tugs a t  th e  body, a l l  th e  w hile  g iv in g  him o rd ers  
and grum bling. She a ttem pts to  make roam by pushing f u rn i tu r e  h ere  
and th e re ,  w ithou t any p a r t i c u la r  o rd er, only adding to  th e  con fu sio n . 
She stands i n  h is  way, s te p s  on h is  f e e t ,  encumbers him a t  every tu rn . 
He does manage to  g e t the  body out o f the  house, bu t i t  i s  i n  s p i te
o f her u se le s s  e f f o r t s .  Even th en , she does no t s to p . As he goes
in to  th e  d is tan c e  w ith  th e  bo<fy, she c a l l s  to  him, alm ost l ik e  a 
broken rec o rd :
A lo rs, v a s -y . . . .  Ne perds pas to n  tem ps1 . . .  D 6p8che-toi. . . .  
T ire . . . .  T ire . . . .  T ire . . . .  a l i a s  . . .  encore . . .  encore . . .
t i r e  . . .  ( a  n 'a  pas f i n i  de se d iv id e r ,  t i r e  . . .  t i r e  . . .
A lien s , t i r e  . . .  t i r e  . . .  t i r e I  . . .  T ire , Am6d6-e-ee . . .  t i r e .
. . .  AmMA-e-ee . . .  t i - i r e  . . .  t i r e  . . .  t i r e  . . .  t i r e .  . . .
A tte n tio n  aux pAniches. . . .  D 4p6che-toi. . . .  Ne prends pas
f r o id l  . . .  Ne t 'a t t a r d e  pas su r l a  ro u -o u te l . . .  T i - i - r e l  . . .
T i - i - r e I  , . . 2^
Victlmea du devo ir shows us ano ther c h a ra c te r  named M adeleine, 
who perform s th e  same types of t r i v i a l  a c tio n s . At the  beginning of 
th e  p lay  she i s  darn ing  socks, w hile h e r husband i s  read ing  th e  news­
paper. He says t h a t  th e re  i s  no th ing  new i n  th e  paper, always th e  
same old  th in g , she i s  s a t i s f i e d  w ith  t h i s ;  to  h e r , i n  f a c t ,  l i f e  
i s  j u s t  a s e r ie s  of h a b itu a l  a c tio n s . When her husband re p o r ts  to
h e r on a new law by the  A dm in istra tion , she comments t h a t  i t  w i l l  only
be a m a tte r  of changing c e r ta in  h a b its ,  of s u b s t i tu t in g  new ones fo r  
o ld  ones. She i s  a o rea tu re  of h a b it ,  and she does n o t c a re  w hether 
th e  way o f l i f e  i s  handed down to  h e r  from above. She i s  q u ite
23Ib id . ,  p. 3014.
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c o n te n t  to  p la y  th e  r o le  im posed on h e r  by s o c ie ty .
L a te r  In  th e  p la y , when she i s  asked  by th e  d e te c t iv e  (who
re p re s e n ts  th e  A d m in is tra tio n )  to  b r in g  i n  c o f fe e ,  she runs to  and
f r o  from  th e  k i tc h e n  t o  th e  l i v i n g  room, p i l i n g  up cups o f c o f fe e
u n t i l  th e  e n t i r e  ta b le  i s  covered  w ith  them. Io n e s c o 's  s ta g e
d i r e c t io n s  d e s c r ib e  h e r  r o b o t - l ik e  a c t io n s :
M adeleine e n t r e ,  avec une t a s s e  de c a f l j  e l l e  ne v o i t  p lu s  
p e rso n n e . E l le  p o se ra  l a  t a s s e  s u r  l e  b u f f e t ,  s o r t i r a  de 
nouveau. E l le  f e r a  ce  manage beaucoup de f o i s  de s u i t e ,  
sans a rrfc t, de p lu s  en p lu s  v i t e .  en am oncelant l e s  t a s s e s ,  
ju s q u 'a  c o u v r ir  t o u t  l e  b u f f e t .* ^
She c o n tin u e s  t h i s  f o r  th e  r e s t  o f  th e  p la y — e n te r in g ,  going  o u t,
r e - e n te r in g —alw ays w ith  th e  same m echan ical movements and w ith o u t
pay in g  a t t e n t io n  to  w hat i s  go ing  on around h e r .  F u rth erm o re , no
one i s  paying  h e r  any a t te n t io n }  no one d r in k s  a l l  t h i s  c o f fe e ,  o r
even p ic k s  up a  cup , o r  even n o t ic e s  them . I t  seems as i f  a l l  t h i s
a c t io n  i s  perform ed i n  a  vacuum, u n re la te d  to  l i f e .  I n  re sp o n se  to
o rd e rs  from th e  A d m in is tra tio n  M adeleine has  become l i k e  a ro b o t,
perfo rm ing  h e r  ta s k s  upon command, as i f  dehum anised.
S im ila r  m echanical a c t io n  i s  seen  in  Les C h a ise s , as 
th ro u g h o u t th e  g r e a te r  p a r t  o f th e  p la y  th e  Old Woman b r in g s  onto  
th e  s ta g e  f o r ty  o r  more c h a ir s  f o r  th e  i n v i s ib l e  g u e s ts .  The 
au tom ation  o f  h e r  movements i s  such t h a t  i n  th e  l a t e r  moments of 
th e  p la y  she does n o t s to p  a t  a l l ,  and i t  seems as  i f  she and th e  
c h a i r s  a re  coming from a l l  s id e s  a t  once. She moves f a s t e r  and 
f a s t e r  u n t i l  th e  s ta g e  i s  covered  w ith  c h a i r s .  The movement and
2**Ibid., p. 223.
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rhythm  o f a l l  t h i s  a re  ex trem ely  im p o rta n t to  th e  p la y , and Io n esco  
s t a t e s  i n  a fo o tn o te  t h a t  i t  i s  p r e f e r a b le  t h a t  th e  comedienne who 
p la y s  t h i s  r o le  be young and s tro n g  in  o rd e r  to  c a r ry  so many c h a ir s  
onto  th e  s ta g e  and w ith  such p r e c is io n .  I t  i s  a  r e a l  to u r  de fo rc e , 
which i s  a lm o st l i k e  a c i r c u s  a c t .  A ll  t h i s  t im e , th e  Old Womans 
husband i s  answ ering th e  d o o r, bowing to  th e  g u e s ts ,  g re e t in g  them 
("ccrame un p a n t in ’’) ,  h i s  head d a r t in g  from  r i g h t  to  l e f t .  I n  f a c t ,  
to  add to  th e  sh e e r  au to m atio n  o f th e  scen e , Io n esc o  su g g e s ts  t h a t  
two a c t r e s s e s  be used  to  p la y  th e  p a r t  o f th e  o ld  Woman, so  t h a t ,  as  
one ru n s  o f f s ta g e ,  th e  o th e r  ru n s  on from  th e  o p p o s ite  s id e ,  g iv in g  
th e  i l l u s i o n  o f even g r e a te r  m o t io n .^
A utom atic a c t io n s  a re  a g a in  se e n , in  a  humorous way b u t w ith  
s e r io u s  o v e r to n e s , i n  th e  t h i r d  a c t  o f  Tueur sa n s  g ag es . There i s  a 
t r a f f i c  jam , and two po licem en a re  s ta n d in g  on o p p o s ite  s id e s  o f th e  
s ta g e ,  g iv in g  s ig n a l s .  The p r o ta g o n is t ,  Bferenger, goes over t o  one 
to  ask him a  q u e s tio n , b u t  th e  policem an m erely re sp o n d s , " C irc u le a l"  
He goes over to  th e  o th e r  and i s  to ld  th e  same th in g .  They do no t 
even l i s t e n  to  him , so  abso rbed  a re  th ey  i n  t h e i r  fu n c tio n . They 
c o n tin u e  g iv in g  o rd e rs :  "A gauchel A d r o i te l  Tout d r o i t l  En 
a r r i i r e l  En a v a n t l” An o ld  gentlem an a tte m p ts  t o  ask a q u e s tio n  
of th e  po licem en , b u t he i s  no more s u c c e s s fu l  th a n  B ^renger. I n  
f a c t ,  he f in d s  h im se lf  under t h e i r  c o n t r o l ,  and he moves acco rd in g  
to  t h e i r  commands. A s o ld i e r ,  s ta n d in g  n e a r  h i s  m i l i t a r y  t ru c k ,  
a l s o  f a l l s  under t h e i r  dom ination , and he to o  moves in  re sp o n se  to
2̂ Ibid., p. l 6 l .
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t h e i r  d i r e c t io n s .  Even BArenger, as he w a its  to  g e t through# moves
backwards# forwards# e tc .#  l ik e  a cond itioned  anim al. For a w hile
i t  seems as i f  th e  two policem en are  d ire c to r s  o f a monstrous b a l l e t
of ro b o ts . Note th e  s tage  d ire c tio n s :
Lb DeuxL&ne Agent d l t  de p lu s  en p lu s  v ite#  d 'une mani&re de 
p lu s  en p lu s  au tom atique: "Tout d r o i t l  & gauchel i  d ro i te l
to u t  d r o i t l  en  a rri& re l en avantl#  e t c ."  e t  . . .  l e  Second 
Agent r6p£ te  l e s  o rd res de l a  m&me mani&re# en to u rn an t l a  
t£ te#  a d ro i te ,  a  gauche# e tc .#  comme une m arionnette .26
The f a c t  th a t  B6renger has an extremely im portan t m ission—th a t  of
p re sen tin g  evidence of th e  k i l l e r ' s  id e n t i ty  a t  th e  p o lic e  s ta t io n
and th ereb y  saving h is  fe llo w  c i t ia e n s  from t h i s  k i l l e r —underscores
the  iro n y  of th e  scene# and i l l u s t r a t e s  Io n e sc o 's  id ea  t h a t  th e
im portan t goals i n  l i f e  a re  l o s t  s ig h t  of i n  th e  maee of ro u tin e
b e h a v io r .2?
One's duty as an employee and as a u se fu l member o f so c ie ty  
i s  ano ther fo rc e  which tak es  away p a r t  o f  a p e rso n 's  b a s ic  s e l f .  A 
case i n  p o in t i s  Jean , the  f r ie n d  of B irenger in  Rhinocferos. Jean 
i s  very c a re fu l ly  d re sse d , and h is  l i f e  i s  extrem ely w ell re g u la te d , 
even to  th e  sm a lle s t  d e t a i l .  He makes up a  schedule of h is  d a ily  
a c t i v i t i e s  i n  advance; and he s t ic k s  to  i t#  always keeping busy and 
never w asting a moment. E(y co n tra s t#  Bferenger i s  a  man upon whom 
s o c ia l  duty does n o t s i t  w e ll .  He can never seem to  p u l l  h im self 
to g e th e r . He i s  unshaven# h is  h a i r  i s  uncombed# h is  shoes unpolished#
26I b id .# IX# 153.
27Ionesco# "Dans l e s  Armes de l a  V il le ,"  Cahiers Renaud- 
B arrault#  No. 20 (O ctober, 1957)# 3 -5 .
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h ie  c lo th e s  w rin k le d ; h i s  l i f e  i s  d e f in i t e ly  n o t w e ll  r e g u la te d .
When B trenger com plains t h a t  he can n o t keep up w ith  a l l  h i s  work
and t h a t  he i s  always t i r e d ,  Jean  t e l l s  him t h a t  w hat he needs i s
more a t t e n t io n  to  h i s  duty*
Mon c h e r , t o u t  l e  monde t r a v a l l i e  e t  moi a u s e i ,  moi a u s s i  
comme to u t  l e  monde, j e  f a i s  to u s  l e s  jo u rs  mes h u i t  h eu res  
de b u re a u , moi a u s s i ,  j e  n 'a i  que v in g t  e t  un jo u r s  de cong£ 
p a r  an, e t  p o u r ta n t ,  p o u r ta n t  vous me voyez. . . .  De l a  
v o lo n t i ,  que d ia b le l  . . .  Tout l e  monde d o i t  s ’y f a i r e .  . . .
L’homme supferieur e s t  c e lu i  qu i r e m p li t  son  d e v o i r .2"
BArenger asks "Quel d ev o ir? "  and i s  to ld  t h a t  i t  i s  h i s  duty as  an
em ployee. But t h i s  du ty  i s  e x a c tly  w hat weighs upon B ^renger, what
has ta k e n  away h i s  w illp o w er. To Je a n , duty  i s  enough to  keep a
man happy; he does n o t t r y  to  f i g h t  i t ,  he sim ply perform s i t  and
keeps h i s  mind f r e e  o f w o r r ie s .  I n  t h i s  way he always has s t r e n g th .
As he t e l l s  B 6renger: "O ui, j ' a i  de l a  fo rc e ,  j ' a i  de l a  fo rc e  pour
p lu s ie u r s  r a i s o n s .  D 'abo rd , j ' a i  de l a  fo rc e  p a rc e  que j ' a i  de l a
fo rc e ,  e n s u ite  j ' a i  de l a  fo rc e  p a rce  que j ' a i  de l a  fo rc e  m o ra le ." 2?
But B ire n g e r 's  f e e l in g  o f  being  w eighed down w ith  th e  c a re s  
o f m a te r ia l  e x is te n c e  has tak en  away h is  s t r e n g th :  "Moi, j ' a i  a
p e in e  l a  fo rc e  de v iv r e .  J e  n 'e n  a i  p lu s  env ie  p e u t- fc t r e ." 3^  When 
he says " C 'e s t  une chose anormale de v iv r e ,"  he means to  l i v e  th e  
l i f e  of an employee i n  th e  workaday w o rld , where no one has tim e  to  
be o n e s e lf ,  to  g iv e  a t t e n t io n  to  h is  in n e r n eed s . He i s  n o t one of
2® Ioneeco, ThAfitre,  I I I ,  12-13.
29I b i d . ,  p .  21*.
3QI b id .
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th e  m ajo rity  of men whose look of a  v ie  in tA rie u re  has made of them 
be ings who a re  a liv e  on th e  o u ts id e  and dead on th e  in s id e . He 
speaks o f such people to  Jean : "Les m orts so n t p lu s  nombreux que
le s  v iv a n ts . Leur nenbre augmente. Les v iv an ts  so n t r a r e e ." 33 
Jean  merely laughs a t  him and t e l l s  him th a t  l i f e  i s  a s tru g g le .  
B6rengar says th a t  he i s  disarmed fo r  th i s  s t ru g g le ,  and Jean  t e l l s  
him what he needs to  arm h im self w ith : "Les armes de la  p a tie n c e ,
de l a  c u ltu re ,  le s  armes de 1 ' in te l l ig e n c e .  . . .  Deveniz un e s p r i t  
v i f  e t  b r i l l a n t .  M ettez-vous & l a  page. . . .  F a ite s  un e f f o r t  de 
v o lon td , voyons. A ppliquez-vous."3^ Jean  goes on to  say th a t  
Bferenger should m ain tain  a n ea t appearance, d re s s  c o r r e c t ly ,  shave 
every  day, wear a c lean  s h i r t ,  a h a t  and a t i e ,  and keep h is  shoes 
w ell p o lish ed .
I t  i s  re v e a lin g  a t  t h i s  p o in t  th a t  Jean  uses the  word 
" e x t^ r ie u r ,11 f o r  t h i s  i s  in d ic a t iv e  of the  d if fe re n c e  between th e  
two men. Jean i s  a person  who l iv e s  only on the  su rface ! he i s  
hollow on the  in s id e ,  hence he has no anx ie ty  and he i s  a t  one w ith
h is  surround ings. Bferenger i s  one of those r a r e  beings who a re  s t i l l
a liv e  on the  in s id e .  His in n e r  l i f e  c o n f l ic ts  w ith  th e  d u l l  ro u tin e  
of h is  e x te r io r  l i f e ,  and he i s  i l l  a t  ease in  l i f e .  Jean  i s  always 
concerned w ith the  su rface  of th in g s , and even h is  advice to  BArenger 
on how to  become an " e s p r i t  v i f "  r e f l e c t s  t h i s :
I I  f a u t  Atre dans l e  coup. Soyez au cou ran t des AvAnements
l i t tA r a i r e s  e t  c u l tu re I s  de n o tre  Apoque. . . .  Le peu de temps
31I b i d . ,  p . 25 .
^ I b i d . ,  pp. 26-27
59
l i b r e  que vous o re s , m e ttez -le  done k p r o f i t .  Ne vous l a i s s e z  
pae a l l e r  k l a  dA rive. . . .  Vous avez h u i t  heures de t r a v a i l ,  
comme n o t, c crane to u t  l e  monde, male l e  dimancbe, male l e  s o i r ,  
mais l e s  t r o ie  eemaines de vacances en AtA? Cela s u f f i t ,  avec 
de l a  mAthode. . . .  E t vous pouvez p a sse r  vos moments d 'une  
fagon in te l l i g e n t e .  . . .  V is ite z  le s  musAes, l i s e z  dee revues 
l i t t A r a i r e s ,  a l l e z  en tendre des co n fe ren ces. Cela vous s o r t i r a  
de vos angoi& ses, c e la  vous form ers 1*e s p r i t .  En q u a tre  
eem aines, vous S te s  un hoome cu ltivA .33
The type of c u l t iv a te d  man recommended by Jean , however, i s  
th e  average c i t i z e n  w ith  j u s t  enough of an i n te l l e c tu a l  l i f e  to  fo llow  
th e  fa sh io n ab le  c u ltu re  o f the m asses. He i s  p a r t  of the  audience of 
th e  "thA&tre du boulevard” and o f th e  Broadway h i t .  He i s  th e  type 
who watches te le v is io n  every evening. I t  i s  i ro n ic  th a t  Jean  th in k s  
th a t  a l l  t h i s  e x te r io r  a c t iv i ty  w i l l  g e t  r id  o f BA renger's in n e r  
angu ish . Jean  b e lie v e s  th a t  o n e 's  in n e r  l i f e  should  be j u s t  as 
re g u la te d  as h is  e x te r io r  l i f e ,  an id e a  which i s  a l ie n  to  both 
B lrenger and to  h is  c r e a to r ,  Ionesco . To pu t o n e se lf  on a  schedu le , 
to  l e t  o n e 's  l i f e  fo llow  a r i g id  form ula, i s  e x a c tly  th a t  k ind  of 
"d irig ism e  p a s s i f  . . .  de l a  ro u tin e "  which Ionesco  sees as one of 
th e  menaces to  the  in d iv id u a l 's  f re e d o m .^
D ed ica tion  to  duty can tak e  th e  extreme form of re d u c tio n  to  
nothing more than  a  fu n c tio n  in  the  s o c ia l  scheme. Although many of 
Io n e sc o 's  c h a ra c te rs  can be described  as being no more than  th e  
embodiment o f s o c ia l  fu n c tio n s , perhaps h is  most fu lly -d ev e lo p ed  
c h a ra c te r  i n  th i s  re s p e c t  i s  th e  a r c h i te c t  in  Act I  of Tueur sans 
gages. An in te r e s t in g  c r i t i c a l  a p p re c ia tio n  o f Franz Kafka, w r it te n
33I b id . ,  pp. 27-38.
3^Ionesco, Notes e t  contre-notes, p. 207*
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lay Io n esco  f o r  an i s s u e  o f th e  C ah ie rs  R en au d -B arrau it, c o n ta in s  th e
id e a  o f lo s s  o f  i d e n t i t y  th ro u g h  fu n c tio n s )  w hich i s  c e r t a in ly  b eh in d
th e  c r e a t io n  o f  th e  c h a ra c te r  o f  th e  a r c h i t e c t .  The fo llo w in g
p assag e  from  t h i s  a r t i c l e )  w r i t t e n  d u rin g  th e  same y e a r  i n  w hich th e
p la y  was w r i t t e n ( g iv e s  an e x c e l le n t  i n s ig h t  i n t o  t h i s :
Sans d o u te ,  Kafka d o i t  en v o u lo i r  & une c e r t a in e  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  
s o c ia le  de l'homme & une fo n c tio n  a liA n a n te , c e l l e  q u i b rim e, 
r e fo u le  une p a r t  en ti& re  (co n sid £ r6 e  e s s e n t i e l l e  p a r  K afka) de 
1 '® tre hum ain. En e f f e t ,  lo rs q u e  l e  g 6 n 6 ra l ou l e  Ju g e , ou 
l 'e m p lo y i  de bureau  e s t  r d d u i t  a s a  f o n c t io n  de g 6 n £ ra l (ou de 
ju g e j e t c . ) )  a  son u n ifo rm s; l o r s q u ' i l  couche avec son u n ifo rm s, 
n 'a  p lu s  que des r iv e s  d 'uniform © , q u ' i l  ne s a i t  p lu s  q u ' i l  e s t  
a u s s i  a u t r e  chose q u 'u n  un ifo rm e; lo rs q u e  l 'e m p lo y i  de b u reau  
n 'e s t  p lu s  qu 'une  m achine k e n r e g i s t r e r  des r e q u i te s ;  lo rs q u e  
chacun de nous e s t  emp$ch6 d 'e t r e  a u tr e  chose q u 'u n  "em ploi" c 
dans l 1 a d m in is tra t io n )  i l  e s t  d ish u m an is i ou d i s p i r i t u a l i s i . ^
I n  Tueur san s  gages Io nesco  a t ta c k s  t h i s  k in d  of d eh u m an isa tio n . I n
th e  a r c h i t e c t  he g iv es  us a  c h a ra c te r  who, a lth o u g h  o b v io u sly  h ig h ly
i n t e l l i g e n t ,  do es  n o t th in k  f o r  h im se lf )  b u t only  perform s h i s  d u ty .
He i s  a  calm , s o c ia l ly  w e ll-b a la n c e d  p e rso n  who does n o t q u e s tio n  th e
s o c ia l  scheme and would nev er th in k  o f r e b e l l in g  a g a in s t  i t —a man
t o t a l l y  w ith o u t human f e e l in g  o r c o n sc ie n c e .
I t  i s  i n t e r e s t i n g  to  compare him w ith  B6renger i n  A ct I )  as  
he shows him around th e  c itA  r a d ie u s e . B 6renger i s  e c s t a t i c  over 
t h i s  r a d ia n t  c i t y  and can  h a rd ly  c o n ta in  h im se lf .  He l a v i s h ly  
p r a is e s  th e  a r c h i t e c t  f o r  having  c r e a te d  such a m arvelous c i t y ,  
su rp a s s in g  even the  im a g in a tio n . The a r c h i t e c t )  co ld  and o f f i c io u s ,  
m erely  r e p l i e s ,  "Je s u is  ap p o in t^  pour f a i r e  ce  t r a v a i l ,  c ' e s t  dans
35Ionesco, "Dans le s  Armes de la  V ille,"  p. 5*
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mes a t t r ib u t io n s  norm alee, c 'e s t  ma sp f tc ia li tA ." -^  Bftrenger continues 
to  pay him compliments and the  a r c h i te c t  again  r e p l ie s ,  co u rteo u sly , 
b u t in  a detached manner, " J 'e n  su is  tr& s, tr& s, tr&s f l a t t 6 t "  He 
sim ply does h is  duty, and he addsi " J 'e n  a i  f a i t  le s  p lans su r  ordre 
de l a  M u n ic ip a lity . Je  ne me perm ets pas d 'a v o ir  des i n i t i a t i v e s  
p e r s o n n e l i e s . H e  i s  indeed a very o ff ic io u s  man, a  " fo n c tio n n a ire  
co n sc ien c ieu x ,"  as Bdrenger c a l l s  him. He d esc rib es  the  c i t y  in  h is  
own term s, th a t  i s ,  i n  o f f i c i a l  term s: Happiness and calm a re  th e
ru le  in  th is  p a r t  of the  c i t y ,  " c 'e s t  c a lc u l6 , c 'e s t  f a i t  exp res. 
ftien ne d e v a it  fctre la i s s 6  au hasard  dans ce q u a r t i e r . " ^
The a rc h i te c t  goes about h is  o f f i c i a l  bu sin ess  w hile  he 
shows Bftrenger around the c i t y .  From tim e to  tim e he ta lk s  over a 
telephone (which he tak e s  from h is  pocket) and g ives in s t ru c t io n s  to  
h is  o f f ic e  fo rc e : " Q u 'il  fa s se  l e s  fo rm a litf is . . . .  h’ nez son
signalem ent. E n re g is tre z . Envoyez au se rv ic e  de l a  a t a t i s t i q u e ."39 
The a r c h i te c t  i s  a man who can even do two th in g s  a t  one tim e. As he 
t e l l s  B6renger: " J 'a i  deux a r e i l l e s :  une pour l e  se rv ic e , j e  vous
re se rv e  1*a u tr e .  Un o e i l  a u s s i ,  pour vous. L1a u tre  pour l a  commune. 
. . .  Je  s u is  a  mes d o s s ie r s , e t  a u s s i  a v o u s ." ^
He i s  c le a r ly  u n in te re s te d  in  Bfirenger as an in d iv id u a l,  merely
■^Ionesco, Th&atre, I I ,  61*.
37I b id . ,  p . 65.
^ I b i d .f  p . 66.
39ibid. , p. 6?. 
k ° I b id . ,  p .  75.
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as a number, a s t a t i s t i c .  When he s t a r t s  to  re p ly  to  B6renger, he 
has to  look a t  h is  card  f i r s t  i n  order to  f in d  G ra n g e r 's  name.
When BArenger s t a r t s  ta lk in g  about h im self to  the  a r c h i te c t  and asks 
him what he th in k s  about making a change i n  h is  l i f e ,  th e  a r c h i te c t  
r e p l i e s ,  "Je n 'a i  pas rA fldch i 1 l a  q u e s tio n ."  Indeed, he never 
r e f l e c t s  on any th ing . To him w hatever i s  im portan t must be w r i t te n  
i n  th e  re c o rd ; he has a l l  the  in fo rm ation  he needs about BArenger; 
i t  i s  a l l  i n  h is  d o s s ie r . When BArenger, try in g  to  e x p la in  h is  
in n e r  fee lingB  to  th e  a r c h i te c t ,  wonders i f  he i s  doing th i s  
c o h e ren tly , th e  a r c h i te c t  says: "Je  ne sa u ra is  en Juger. Ce n 'e s t
pas dans mes a t t r ib u t io n s .  C 'e s t  le  se rv ice  de l a  log ique  qu i e ' en  
occupe ."^-
For the  a r c h i te c t  th e re  i s  no o th e r  way of l i f e  th an  i n  the 
A d m in is tra tio n . Here th e re  i s  s a fe ty , s e c u r i ty , a com fortable l i f e ,  
and no need to  have in d iv id u a l r e s p o n s ib i l i ty .  This i s  e s p e c ia l ly  
e v id e n t i n  th e  scene in  which Dany, h is  p r e t ty  blonde s e c re ta ry  
t e l l s  him th a t  she cannot b ear th e  A dm in istra tion  and th a t  she wants 
to  le a v e . To him t h i s  i s  abandoning every th ing . He t e l l s  h e r :
"Vous abandonnez, sans ra iso n s  sA rieuses, une b r i l l a n t e  c a rr iA re l 
Chez nous, vous avez p o u rtan t l 'a v e n i r  assurA , e t  l a  v ie  . . .  e t  la  
v ie  I t  Vous ne c ra ignez  pas l e  danger I
Dany i s  aware of t h i s  danger. She has been in  the  
A dm in is tra tion  long enough to  know about th e  k i l l e r  b u t n e v e rth e le s s
^Ebid. , p. 71*.
**2Ib id ., p. 79.
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wants to  le a v e . She t e l l e  th e  a r c h i te c t :  "Je dA teste l 1 A dm inistra­
t io n ,  j ' a i  h o rreu r de v o tre  beau q u a r t ie r ,  j e  n ' en  peux p lu s , j e  n ’ en 
peux p lu s 1 I t  seems th a t  what she i s  no longer ab le  to  bear i s  
th e  lack  of conscience of a fu n c tio n a ry . She t e l l s  the  a r c h i te c t  th a t  
t h i s  i s  what he la c k s . He c o ld ly  t e l l s  h e r  th a t  th e  A d m in is tra tio n  
i s  n o t re sp o n s ib le ; th e re fo re  be has no need of a conscience . Dany 
le a v e s , and i t  i s  only a few m inutes l a t e r  t h a t  the a r c h i te c t  
rec e iv e s  a c a l l  n o tify in g  him of her dea th . He i s  unmoved, saying 
th a t  she was very  fo o lis h . He knew a l l  along th a t  t h i s  would happen. 
The k i l l e r  preys only upon people who a re  d ivorced  from th e  
A dm in is tra tion , bu t th e  a r c h i te c t  h im self i s  s a fe :  "Je  su is
1*A rc h ite c ts  de l a  v l l l e ,  fo n c tio n n a ire  m unicipal, i l  ne s 'a t ta q u e  
pas a 1 'A dm in istra tion ."^*  He f e e ls  no r e s p o n s ib i l i ty  fo r  h e r 
death ; a f t e r  a l l ,  he had t r i e d  to  d issuade her from leav in g  the  
se rv ic e  where she was p ro te c te d . As he t e l l s  B&renger: "E lle  A ta it
dans 1 1A dm in istra tion ! I I  ne s 'a t ta q u e  pas A l 1A dm in istra tion I 
Mais non, e l l e  a voulu sa  'l i b e r t A 'l  £a l u i  apprendra. E lle  I 1a 
M aintenant, sa  l ib e r tA , j e  m 'y a t t e n d a i s . " ^  This l ib e r ty  to  be 
o n e se lf , to  have a conscience , to  be something more th an  fu n c tio n a ry , 
i s  indeed  d i f f i c u l t  to  a c q u ire . Ionesco  even im p lies th a t  th e re  i s  
no r e a l  way th a t  one can o b ta in  i t ;  th e  power o f the  A dm in istra tion  
i s  too  g re a t .
k3Tbid. ,  p . 83. 
% b l d . ,  p . 89.
^ I b l d . ,  p . 97.
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Io n e s c o 's  m ost famous tre a tm e n t o f s o c ia l  d u ty  as a  k i l l i n g  
f o rc e  on th e  in d iv id u a l  i s  i n  V ictim es du d e v o ir . ^  I n  t h i s  p la y  he 
shows t h a t  s o c ie ty 's  c o n t r o l  over th e  in d iv id u a l  i s  so tho rough  th a t  
even h is  in n e r  l i f e — h is  s o l i tu d e ,  im a g in a tio n , and memory—i s  in  
danger o f  be in g  c o n t r o l le d  by e x te r io r  fo r c e s .  The in d iv id u a l  has 
l i t t l e  o f  h i s  b a s ic  s e l f  l e f t ,  f o r  s o c ie ty  t r i e s  to  form a  p e rso n  as 
i t  s e e s  f i t .  The p ro ta g o n is t  o f V ictim es du d ev o ir  i s  c a l le d  
C houbert, and he i s ,  l i k e  so many of I o n e s c o 's  c h a r a c te r s ,  a m arried  
man o f  m iddle ag e . At th e  b eg in n in g  o f  th e  p la y  C houbert rem arks 
t h a t  modern man has l o s t  h i s  s e r e n i ty  o f  form er tim e s . He re a d s  in  
th e  newspaper t h a t  th e  A d m in is tra tio n  (w hich, f o r  Io n esc o , r e p re s e n ts  
c o n tro l  by th e  g roup , by th e  governm ent, and by s o c ie ty  a t  la r g e )  i s  
i s s u in g  a new recom m endation to  th e  p eo p le  to  e x e rc is e  detachm ent in  
t h e i r  l i v e s .  This i s  j u s t  a n o th e r  du ty  f o r  th e  la w -ab id in g  c i t i s e n  
to  perfo rm . C h o u b e rt's  w ife , M adeleine, has no co m p la in t ab o u t i t :  
"Que v e u x -tu , mon pauvre am i, l a  l o i  e s t  n tc e s B a ire , 6 ta n t  n & cessaire  
e t  in d is p e n s a b le ,  e l l e  e s t  bonne, e t  t o u t  ce qu i e s t  bon e s t  
a g rd a b le . I I  e s t ,  en e f f e t ,  tr& s a g r6 a b le  d 'o b t i r  aux l o i s ,  d 'S t r e  
un bon c ito y e n , de f a i r e  son d e v o ir ,  de p o ss6 d er une co n sc ien ce  
p u re  I
So f a r ,  t h i s  s u g g e s tio n  by th e  A d m in is tra tio n  has no d i r e c t  
e f f e c t  on C houbert. But s h o r t ly  t h e r e a f t e r  a  d e te c t iv e  knocks on th e
^ T h i s  p la y  i s  a ls o  d isc u sse d  in  C hap ter IV, pp . 11*9-151*.
^ I o n e s c o ,  Thfefitre, I I ,  181*.
door and asks f o r  in fo rm atio n  about a c e r ta in  M allo t. At f i r s t  th e  
d e te c tiv e  i s  very  f r ie n d ly ,  and Choubert and Madeleine even comment 
on h is  good manners. Then he changes b e fo re  th e i r  eyes in to  a ve ry  
a u th o r i ta r ia n  man who co ld ly  asks p e rso n al q u e s tio n s . He tak e s  a 
s e a t  w ithout be ing  asked, c a l l s  C houbert's  w ife by h e r  f i r s t  name, 
and asks h e r  to  b rin g  him some c o ffe e . I t  becomes apparen t as th e  
play p rog resses th a t  th i s  M allo t, f o r  wham the d e te c t iv e  i s  lo ok ing , 
i s  Choubert*s own b a s ic  s e l f ,  a t  l e a s t  as conceived by the  d e te c t iv e . 
The d e te c tiv e  t e l l s  Choubert th a t  he must descend in to  h is  p a s t  in  
o rd e r to  f in d  M allo t. This descen t w i l l  no t be v o lu n ta ry ; i t  w i l l  be 
d ire c te d  c a re fu l ly  by the  d e te c t iv e , who say s: "Je t e  d i r ig e r a i .
Tu n*auras qu’ a su iv re  mes c o n s e ils :  ce n 'e s t  pas d i f f i c i l e ,  tu  n*as
q u ' a  te  l a i s s e r  g l is s e r .* 1̂  Under th e  d e te c t iv e 's  guidance Choubert 
i s  p u t in to  a k ind o f hypnotic  tra n c e , w hile  the  d e te c tiv e  becomes a 
k ind  of p s y c h ia t r i s t .  Choubert l e t s  h is  arms f a l l  lim p ly  a t  h is  s id e  
and, w ith  h is  face  in e x p re ss iv e , he follow s th e  d ire c tio n s  of the  
d e te c t iv e . He i s  to ld  to  descend in to  the  mud (which, fo r  Ionesco , 
re p re se n ts  l i f e ^ )  u n t i l  he encounters M allo t.
At f i r s t  Choubert l e t s  h im self be com pletely guided by th e  
d e te c tiv e ;  b u t l a t e r ,  a t  l e a s t  fo r  a few moments, he escapes the  
d e te c t iv e ’s dom ination. He goes o f f  in to  l i t t l e  s id e  pa ths of h is
^ Io n e s c o ,  T hea tre , I ,  19U.
ho
'R o se tte  C. Lamont, "A ir and M atter: Io n esco 's  'Le P is to n
de l ' a i r '  and 'V ictim es du d e v o ir ',"  The French Review, XXXVIII 
(January , 1?65), 352.
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own, pausing here  and th e re  over some p a r t ic u la r  souven ir of h is  
p a s t .  The d e te c tiv e  sco lds him and guides him back onto th e  main 
p a th : “Tu perds ton  temps, tu  o ub lies M allo t, tu  t 'a r r S t e s ,  tu
t 'a t t a r d e s *  Toi tu  t ’a t t e n d r i s ,  tu  t 'a t t e n d r i s  su r  toi-mferae e t  
tu  t 'a r r S t e s ,  i l  ne fa u t  jam ais s 1a t t e n d r i r ,  11 ne f a u t  pas 
t ' a r r f i t e r . " ^  Choubert obed ien tly  prem ises th a t  he w i l l  no longer 
g e t sen tim en ta l about h is  p a s t .  He goes down fu r th e r  and fu r th e r  
in to  the th ic k  mud, in to  the  fepaisseur. This fepaisseur i s  a c tu a lly  
the  fepaisseur s o c ia le  about which Ionesco w rite s  a t  len g th  i n  h is  
Notes su r  l e  thfeStre on th e  occasion  of a re v iv a l  o f V ictim es du 
devo ir a t  the  ThW tre de Babylone in  19$hs "Je c ro ia  que 1 ' fepaisseur 
s o c ia le ,  l a  pensfee d isc u rs iv e  cache l'hcrame a lui-meme, l e  sfepare de 
ses dfesirs le s  p lu s  refoulfes, de ses beso ins l e s  p lu s e s s e n t ia ls ,  
de ses m ythes, de son angoisse au th en tiq u e , de sa  rfealitfe l a  p lus 
s e c rd te , de son rfev e ." '^  This fepaisseur so c ia le  i s  what Choubert 
i s  supposed to  go down in to  in  o rder to  f in d  h is  b a s ic  s e l f ,  which, 
o f co u rse , can n o t be found th e re .
Madeleine a id s  th e  d e te c t iv e , and she a lso  t e l l s  Choubert to  
descend f a r th e r  in to  th e  mud. He does, bu t then  he once more stops 
to  evoke h is  p a s t ,  again  to  th e  d isp lea su re  of th e  d e te c t iv e . In  
h is  m ind 's eye Choubert sees a f o r e s t ,  wind, and l ig h tn in g , which 
fo r  a moment rend the  fepaisseurs n o i r e s . The d e te c tiv e  t r i e s  to  pu t 
him back on th e  r ig h t  road  ag a in , saying  th a t  i t  i s  h is  duty to  f in d
^ Io n e s c o , Thfefitre, I ,  198.
^ T o n esco , Notes e t  c o n tre -n o te s , p . 200.
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M allo t. Choubert again  obeys, and he fo llow s th e i r  d ire c tio n s  u n t i l  
he i s  exhausted . He says th a t  th e  d e te c tiv e  i s  asking too  much, th a t  
a f t e r  a l l  he i s  only a man; b u t the  d e te c tiv e  f in d s  th is  a l l  the  more 
reason fo r  Choubert to  do as ordered.
Once more Choubert escapes the o rd ers  of the  d e te c tiv e , a s , 
i n  h is  im ag ination , he clim bs a mountain, where he f e e l s  a l l  alone 
and suddenly has th e  d e s ire  to  f l y .  He i s  to ld  by h is  w ife th a t  
so li tu d e  i s  no t good. The d e te c t iv e , r e a l i s in g  th a t  Choubert i s  
about to  escape him, t r i e s  to  r e c a l l  him: "Entends l a  voix de la
s o l id a r i ty  h u m a i n e . H e  rem inds Choubert o f h is  du ty . Here, 
Io n esco 's  s a t i r i c  v e in  i s  seen to  f in e  advantage, as he has the  
d e te c tiv e  and Madeleine go through a parody of what a re  supposed to  
be the  advantages o f s o c ia l  l i f e .  Note th e  s tag e  d ire c tio n s  a t  t h i s  
p o in t:
Pour f a i r e  redescendre Choubert, Madeleine e t  l e  P o l ic ie r  l u i  
prfesentent tous l e s  avantages de l a  v ie  quo tid ienne  e t  s o c ia le .
Le jeu  du P o l ic ie r  e t  de Madeleine e s t  de p lu s en p lua  
g ro tesq u e , ju sq u 'a  en devenir une so r te  de clow nerie.53
F i r s t ,  the  d e te c t iv e , to  the  accompaniment o f a m il i ta ry  march,
reminds Choubert of h is  duty to  h is  country as a s o ld ie r :
Un, deux. Une, deux. . . .  Je  t ' a i  app ris  l e  maniement des 
armes, tu  6 ta is  f o u r r ie r  de l a  compagnie. . . .  Tu ne vas pas 
f a i r e  l a  sourde o r e i l l e ,  tu  n ' e s  pas un d d se r te u r . . . .  Tu 
ne vas pas manquer de re sp e c t & ton ad ju d an tl . . .  La 
d is c ip l in e !  (I I  sonne du p la i r o n . ) . . .  La p a tr ie  qu i t ' a  
vu n a f t r e  a besoin  de tol.51*1
^ Io n e s c o , Th6&tre, I ,  217. 
^ b id .
% b i d . ,  p . 218.
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Then he t r i e s  to  lu r e  C houbert w ith  th e  prom ise o f a g r e a t  c a r e e r :
Tu as  l a  v i e ,  une c a r r id r e  devant t o i l  Tu s e ra s  r ic h e ,  
heureux e t  b S te , voivode du Danubet V oici t a  nom inationI 
( I I  te n d  v e rs  C houbert, qu i ne re g a rd e  p a s , un p a p i e r . . . . }
. . .  E t l a  recom pense pour qu i tro u v e ra  M ailo tI S i  tu  p erd s  
to n  honneur, m 'e n te n d s -t u . i l  t e  r e s t e r a  l a  fo r tu n e , 
l 1un ifo rm e, l e s  honneursl55
A ll  th e se  p rom ises a re  c a lc u la te d  to  b r in g  C houbert back  down to
e a r th ,  back to  h i s  d u ty . But C houbert does n o t l i s t e n  to  them; he
s t i l l  wants t o  f l y .  He g e ts  read y  to  do so , b u t  th e n  h is  w ife
r id i c u l e s  him and he lo s e s  h i s  c o n fid e n c e . He becomes d isa y  and
f a l l s  in to  a w astep ap er b a s k e t .
A fte r  C h o u b ert’ s f a i l u r e  to  escape h is  d u ty , th e  d e te c t iv e
and M adeleine dom inate him more th a n  e v e r . They t e l l  him t h a t  they
w i l l  cu re  him o f f o r g e t t in g  h is  d u ty . C houbert becomes a very  young
c h i ld ,  dependent on h i s  e ld e rs  and v ery  much under t h e i r  c o n t r o l .
They a re  going to  f a t t e n  him up, to  fe e d  him a d i e t  which w i l l  g iv e
him th e  i d e n t i t y  they d e s i r e .  The d e te c t iv e  t e l l s  him: ’’J e  v a is
t ’ en redonner des f o r c e s .  Tu ne peux pas r e t ro u v e r  M a llo t, t u  as
des t ro u s  dans l a  m&aoire. Nous a l ie n s  boucher l e s  t ro u s  de t a
m&aoirel . . .  J e  t 'o rd o n n e  de manger, p o u r a v o ir  des fo r c e s ,  pour
boucher l e s  t ro u s  de t a  m A m oirel"^
The d e te c t iv e  g iv es  C houbert an enormous c r u s t  o f  b re ad ,
which he m ust e a t .  This b read  r e p re s e n ts  w hat Leonard Pronko term s
" th e  c ru sh in g  fo rc e  o f l i f e "  and " th e  inhuman fo rc e  o f d u ty ,"  which
^ I b i d . ,  p p . 218-219. 
% b i d . ,  pp . 223-221:.
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no one can escape . ^  Choubert com plains, saying  th a t  i t  i s  l ik e  the  
bark  o f a  t r e e ,  very h a rd , and so sharp  th a t  i t  I s  la c e ra tin g  h is  
tongue and p a la te .  The d e te c tiv e  m erely o rders him to  continue 
e a tin g , f a s t e r  and f a s t e r .  C houbert's  p ro te s ta t io n s  a re  n o t heeded, 
as a l l  th e  o th e r c h a ra c te rs  t e l l  him "Avalezl M astiquezi" many tim es 
over. Nor a re  even they  exempt from th i s  duty , f o r  each one of them 
tu rn s  to  th e  o th e r and t e l l s  him to  e a t a ls o . "Nous sorames tous des 
v ie tim es du d e v o ir t"  says M adeleine, as th e  movements of everyone 
become more ra p id , l ik e  a cerem onial.^®  Here again  a c tio n  i s  c a r r ie d  
to  the  p o in t of c a r ic a tu r e ,  where i t  tak es on aspec ts  of the  
m echanical fo rced  onto the  n a tu r a l .
The ex cessiv e  a t te n t io n  p a id  to  th e  A paisseur s o c ia ls  b rin g s  
w ith  i t  a consequent excessive  a t te n t io n  to  m a te ria lism , and th e  
inanim ate tak es  precedence over th e  anim ate. The w orld becomes 
dominated by substance  and by o b jec ts  of man's f a b r ic a t io n .  Ionesco 
p a in ts  ou t th e  danger in h e re n t in  such m ate ria lism : "Le tro p  de
presence des o b je te  exprime l 1 absence s p i r i t u e l l e . " ^  The 
p r o l i f e r a t io n  of m a tte r  has o f te n  been mentioned in  connection w ith  
Io n e sc o 's  th e a tr e ,  in  p a r t i c u la r  th a t  o f th e  c h a irs  in  Les C haises, 
of th e  c o ffe e  cups in  V ictim es du d ev o ir, o f th e  b ask e ts  of eggs in  
L1Avenir e s t  dans le s  o eu fs , and of th e  dead boc(y which keeps
57Leonard C. Pronko, "The A n t i - s p i r i tu a l  V ic to ry  in  th e  
T heater o f Io n esco ,"  Modern Drama, I I  (May, 1959), 30.
-*®Schul*e V ellinghaueen, oj>. c i t . ,  p . 15.
59-'■'Ionesco, Notes e t  contre-notes, p. 111.
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expanding i n  Am6dde. These o b je c ts  tend  to  crowd man o u t, to  
overwhelm him w ith  m a tte r , to  tak e  h is  p lace  i n  th e  u n iv e rse . This 
fu l ln e s s  o f e x te r io r  being  tak es precedence over m an's in n e r  be ing .
I n  Io n e sc o 's  th e a tre  th e  o b je c t even p l ^ s  an independent r o le .  I t  
does no t t r y  to  become in te g ra te d  in  m an's w orld , nor does i t  t r y  to  
serve  him. On th e  c o n tra ry , i t  i s  man who must subm it to  the  
o b j e c t . ^  What were meant to  be h is  a u x i l ia r ie s  end by enslav ing  him, 
u n t i l  h is  very  e x is te n ce  i s  an n u lled . This m a te r ia l  fepalsseur covers 
over th e  absence of the  human.
Such a g re a t  ro le  i s  g iven  to  th e  o b je c t i n  Io n e sc o 's  th e a tre  
t h a t  a t  tim es i t  becomes a lm ost p e rso n a lized  and tak es  on a movement 
o f i t s  own. le  Nouveau lo c a ta i r e , one of Io n e sc o 's  s h o r te s t ,  s t a r k e s t ,  
and most memorable p la y s , shows us man a b d ic a tin g  h is  p lace  i n  th e  
world to  o b je c ts . This vary  d is tu rb in g  p lay  begins i n  a  room t o t a l l y  
bare o f f u r n i tu r e .  A gentleman dressed  in  b lack , c a l le d  simply nLe 
M onsieur," e n te rs  q u ie t ly .  The concierge t e l l s  him a l l  about th e  
prev ious occupants and asks him many p e rso n a l q u e s tio n s , she so 
overwhelms him th a t  he can h a rd ly  say any th ing . He p o l i t e ly  endures 
her as b e s t  he can u n t i l  she f in a l ly  le a v e s .
Then th e  movers s t a r t  to  b rin g  i n  h is  f u r n i tu r e .  He has a 
s a t i s f i e d  ex p ress io n  on h is  fa c e ; and he usee a monotonous tone of
^ P ro n k o , "B eckett, Io n esco , SchehadA; The Avant-Garde 
T h ea te r,"  Modem language Forum, LXII (December, 1957), 121.
^S im one Beranussa, "Les e n se v e lis  dans l e  thd& tre d'Eug&ne 
Io n esco ,"  C ahiers R enaud-B arrault, Nos. 22-23 (May, 1956), 201.
^Z am ora, og. f i t . ,  pp. 271-272.
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v o ic e  as  be d i r e c t s  th e  movers— alm ost as  i f  he were d i r e c t in g  a 
c e re m o n y .^  They b eg in  w ith  sm all o b je c ts ,  w hich th e y  t r e a t  as i f  
th ey  were ex trem ely  heavy. The gentlem an makes m easurem ents, draws 
c i r c l e s  on th e  f l o o r ,  in d ic a te s  t o  th e  movers th e  p r e c is e  p la c e s  to  
p u t h is  f u r n i tu r e .  He i s  s a t i s f i e d  w ith  th e  whole p ro c e s s , and he 
exclaim s c o n te n te d ly , "V o ila . £ a  p rend  fo rm e .n They b r in g  i n  l a r g e r  
and la r g e r  o b je c ts ,  which th ey  t r e a t  as  i f  th ey  were v ery  l i g h t .
Soon, th e  e n t i r e  w a lls  a re  covered  w ith  f u r n i tu r e ,  and th e  l i g h t  from 
th e  windows i s  b lo ck ed . When one o f th e  movers t e l l s  him t h a t  th e re  
w i l l  be no more l i g h t ,  he r e p l ie s  t h a t  th e re  w i l l  be  e l e c t r i c i t y .
F in a l ly  th e  room i s  f u l l ,  and th e  gentlem an i s  in form ed th a t  
th e  s ta irw a y  i s  f u l l  a l s o .  But th e re  i s  even more 3 th e  c o u r ty a rd , 
th e  s t r e e t ,  i n  f a c t  th e  whole c i t y  a re  encumbered w ith  f u r n i tu r e .
A ll t r a f f i c  i s  a t  a  s t a n d s t i l l ,  th e  m etro i s  b lo ck ed , and even th e  
Seine has stopped  flo w in g . The movers su g g e s t t h a t  th e  ro o f  be 
opened to  a llo w  more f u r n i tu r e  to  be b rough t i n t o  the  room. (S ince 
i t  i s  a  modern house , i t  n a tu r a l ly  has a ro o f  which r o l l s  b a c k .)  
F u rn itu re  now descends from above, and th e  gentlem an i s  com plete ly  
w a lled  i n  by th e  f u r n i tu r e ,  which i s  i n  a l l  shapes and  s i z e s .  Huge 
p lan k s  descend from th e  c e i l i n g ,  im p riso n in g  him even more. One of 
th e  movers has a  bunch of f lo w e rs , which he to s s e s  over th e  f u r n i tu r e  
to  th e  te n a n t .  They ask  him w hether he w ants a n y th in g , and he 
answ ers t h a t  he w ants them t o  p u t o u t th e  l i g h t .  They do t h i s ,  and
6*In the stage d irection s Ionesco w r ite s: "Le rythme, A
peine marquA, donnera insensiblem ent au jeu un cer ta in  car act Are de 
cArAmonie.'1 (ThAatre, n ,  17U.)
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th e re  l e  t o t a l  darkness on th e  s ta g e  as the  c u r ta in  f a l l s .
Lb Nouveau lo c a ta l r e  seems to  be a parab le  of modern man, who 
encloses h im self i n  a l iv in g  tomb o f m ate ria lism .^ *  In  a world where 
he has promoted the o b jec t to  a ro le  of major im portance, he h im self 
has become l i t t l e  more than  an o b je c t. l i t t l e  by l i t t l e  he has given 
up h is  p lace  as a f r e e  in d iv id u a l. O b jects, which Ionesco  c a l l s  th e  
"c o n c rS tisa tio n  de l a  s o l i tu d e , de l a  v ic to i r e  des fo rce s  a n ti*
s p i r i t u e l l e s ,  de to u t  ce co n tre  quol nous nous d d b a tto n s ,"  have won
65out over man. Kan has l e t  h im self g ive  i n  to  a sh rin k in g  of h is  
p o s i t io n  in  th e  w orld; he has l e t  h im se lf be l im ite d  to  such an e x te n t 
th a t  he has became a p r iso n e r  o f h is  own making. This sh o r t  p lay , 
perhaps because of i t s  d ire c tn e ss  and Immediacy to  the  s i tu a t io n  of 
modern man, has been perform ed in  many c o u n tr ie s  and has rece iv ed  
high p r a is e .  F r ie d r ic h  Schreyvogl, Viennese d i r e c to r ,  c a l l s  i t  a 
f in e  photographic document o f the  Lsbensangst of today because of i t s  
dark and severe  q u a li ty  and i t s  p o r tra y a l o f what he considers "e ine  
W ahrheit von m o rg en ."^  This p lay  p re se n ts  Io n esco 's  trea tm en t o f 
th e  v ic to ry  o f the  fo rc e s  a n t l s p l r i tu e l l e s  i n  i t s  p u re s t form. I t  
i s  indeed  a powerful warning o f what may happen i f  man com pletely 
subm its to  a  m echanical way of l i f e .
The ending o f I/> Nouveau lo c a ta l r e  i s  q u i te  s im ila r  to  th a t
^*Rolf G e iss le r , "Ionesco— Z e itlo s e s  T hea ter? ,"  Neue Deutsche 
H efte , LX (Ju ly , 1959), 339. ---------------------
^ Io n e s c o , Notes e t  c o n tre -n o te s , p . 11*2.
Quoted by H. Wanderscheck i n  "Die P a r is e r  T heateravan t- 
g a rd is te n ,"  Maske und Kothurn, IV (1958), 11.
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o f L1Avenir e a t  dene le a  oeufs, except th a t  in  th e  l a t t e r  p lay  man i a  
overcome by excessive  p roduction  of human b e in g s , rep re se n te d  v isu a lly  
by huge b ask e ts  o f ifg g s . So man i s  th rea te n ed  no t only w ith  s te a d i ly  
in c re a s in g  amounts of o b je c ts , bu t a lso  w ith  overpopu la tion . When th e  
p a ren ts  o f Roberte and Jacques t e l l  them to  produce eggs, they  a re  in  
e f f e c t  t e l l i n g  them to  m anufacture peop le . Jacques and Roberte sweat 
and s t r a in  and keep la y in g  eggs u n t i l  the  s tage  i s  covered w ith  them. 
The people thus c re a te d  a re  meant fo r  every p o ss ib le  k ind  of 
occupation . They a re  to  be used j u s t  as any o th e r o b je c t i s  to  be 
used . They a re  an expendable and a  rep la ce ab le  commodity. Even 
p ro c re a tio n  becomes j u s t  ano ther unending ro u tin e , and everyone i s  
so caught up in  th is  a c t iv i ty  of producing more m atte r th a t  they  do 
no t even n o tic e  when the  s ta g e  caves in  beneath  a l l  th e  w eigh t. Men 
even crowd them selves out o f th e  w orld.
In  Io n e sc o 's  th e a tre  one n o tic e s  e sp e c ia l ly  th e  dom ination of 
th e  l iv in g  by th e  dead—whether i t  be dead fo rm a lity  and ro u tin e  or 
dead m a tte r . Richard N. Coe, i n  h is  f in e  essay e n t i t l e d  "Engine 
Ionesco  and the  T ragic F a rc e ,"  p o in ts  out t h i s  p a r t ic u la r  a sp ec t of 
Io n e sc o 's  th e a tr e :
The i n f i n i t e  ease  w ith  which man may be engulfed  and 
o b l i te ra te d  in  the  l e s s e r  r e a l i t y  of th in g s i s  t e r r i f y in g  to  
con tem plate . . . .  Io n e sc o 's  o b je c ts  . . .  a t ta c k , invade , 
they ambush, they  creep  by n ig h t w ith in  th e  f o r t r e s s ;  they  
suborn language, sound and image; a l l  th a t  they touch i s  
tu rned  to  s to n e  and i s  henceforw ard th e i r  a l l y .  This v is io n  
of th e  inan im ate , advancing and d estro y in g  l ik e  some obscene 
and cancerous growth, i s  one of th e  most h o r r ify in g , and a t  
the  same tim e one of the  most comic, a sp ec ts  o f Io n e sc o 's
th e a tre .® 7
^ R ic h a rd  N. Coe, "Eugene Ionesco and the  Tragic F a rce ,"
7U
So man h im se lf becomes a l l  b u t an object*  as h is  human 
q u a l i t ie s  a re  l o s t  i n  the  v a s t  un iverse  of th in g s . He su rren d ers  
to  th e  w orld of o b jec ts  and allow s h is  d e s tin y  to  be c re a te d  fo r  
him. The a n t i - s p i r i t u a l  fo rc e s  of the  e x te r io r  w orld win ou t over 
m an's in n e r  l i f e .  The in d iv id u a l tak es  h is  p lace  in  the  world and 
becomes id e n t i f i e d  w ith  h is  s o c ia l  m ilie u , h is  fu n c tio n , h is  duty as 
an employee, and h is  p o ssess io n s . He lo se s  h is  in d iv id u a l i ty  to  the  
a ll-p o w e rfu l and fa r- re a c h in g  machinery o f s o c ia l  l iv in g .
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CHAPTER I I I  
SOCIAL CONFORHTTY AND INTELLECTUAL TYRANNY
The id ea  of c o n tro l  over a. p e rs o n 's  id e n t i ty  by h is  being 
compelled to  fo llow  a way of l i f e  decided upon by o th e rs  i s  in  a l l  
of Io n e sc o 's  th e a tr e .  Sometimes t h i s  i s  by conform ity  to  p u b lic  
op in ion , to  an ideo logy , a p o l i t i c a l  d o c tr in e , or indeed  to  any 
c lo sed  system o f though t. Q uite f re q u e n tly , to o , i t  sim ply tak es  
th e  form of th e  in d iv id u a l 's  no t b o th e rin g  to  th in k  fo r  h im se lf , or 
h is  accep ting  and re p e a tin g  the  id6es recues and slogans o f th e  
average man. The m a jo rity  of Io n e sc o 's  c h a ra c te rs  a re  people who 
have given up the  use  of t h e i r  a b i l i t y  to  th in k  c re a t iv e ly  and 
o r ig in a lly  i n  o rder to  accep t in s te a d , as Richard N. Coe p u ts  i t ,  
" th e  warm and s h e lte re d  re fu g e  of a b e l i e f  i n  lo g ic  and purpose , 
and to  v eg e ta te  th e re in ,  snug as in  6ome m etaphysical suburb ia .
P ro fe sso r Coe sees as one of th e  main themes in  Io n e sc o 's  
th e a tr e  what he c a l l s  " the  a n n ih i la t io n  of in te l l ig e n c e  by 
s tu p id i ty ."  The u se  of c U ch 6 s , fo r  example, k i l l s  o r ig in a l  
though t, and i s  thus re sp o n s ib le  fo r  th e  g iv ing  up of s t i l l  
ano ther p a r t  o f m an's l ib e r ty  to  be h im se lf . I t  s e p a ra te s  him 
from h is  b asic  n a tu re  and c re a te s  a  f a l s e  w orld . Ionesco  h im self
^■Richard N. Coe, "EugSne Ionesco  and th e  T ragic Farce" 
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has s t a t e d ,  "Nous v ivons dans u n  monde fau x , p a re s  que n o tre  langage
j
nous sftpare de l a  v 6 r i t6 ,  en devenant fonnu le . Die qu 'une chose e s t  
d l t e ,  e l l e  e s t  m orte . I I  f a u t  b r i s e r  le s  form ulas pour re tro u v e r  la  
v ie .  Les c lic h e s  ne co rrespondent p lu s & l a  r 6 a l i t 6 . R̂  The r e a l  
■an i s  hidden behind th e  c lic h e s  he u ses .
In  an in te rv iew  in  the  p e r io d ic a l  B rel Ionesco w rite s  th a t  
h is  e a rly  p lays were a  c r i t ic i s m  of "dee lie u x  communs . . .  du langage 
c reux  . . .  des id6es rec u es , des s l o g a n s . T h e  o b je c t o f h ie 
c r i t ic i s m  i s  th e  con fo rm ist, th e  bourgeois "average man," d efined  by 
Ionesco  as "1'hoome de ces id 6 es repues que l ' o n  re tro u v e  dans 
to u te s  l e s  so c i6 t6 s , dans tous le s  tem ps: le  co n fo rm ists , c e lu i  qu i
adopts le  system s de pens6e de sa  so c i4 t6  q u e lle  q u 'e l l e  s o l t  (ou de 
1 'id e o lo g ic  dcminante) e t  ne c r i t iq u e  p lu s .  Cet homme mcyen e s t  
p a r t o u t . The p e t i t  bourgeo is, by re p e a tin g  the  id e a s  which o th e rs  
have imposed on him, becomes th e  d ire c te d  man.
In  an a r t i c l e  pub lished  in  Express Ionesco ex p la in s  th a t  h is  
p lays a re  no t so much a c r i t ic i s m  of th e  language of the  bourgeois 
as a c r i t ic is m  o f bourgeois though t, m an ifested  by " le s  mots ne 
s ig n i f ia n t  p lu s r i e n ,  l e s  systfcnes de pens6e n ' t t a n t  p lus eux-mdmes 
que des dogmes m onolith iques, des a rc h i te c tu re s  de c lic h e s  dont le s  
6l6ments son t des mots comae n a tio n , ind6pendance n a tio n a ls ,
^Denies Bourdet, "Eugene Io n esco ,"  La Revue de P a r is , DCVIII 
(Dftcembre, 1961), 11*1.
E ugene  Ionesco , Notes e t  c o n tre -n o te s  (P a r is :  E d itions
G allim ard, 1962), p . 110.
^ I b id . ,  p . 110.
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democratic* l u t t e  d« c la sse s  a us s i  b ien  que Dieu, so c ia l!su e*  m a tie re , 
e sp r it*  personnalitfe , vie* m ort, e tc ." ^
I t  has been po in ted  ou t th a t  s in c e  Io n esco 's  u n iv e rs ity
s tu d ie s  mere those  of a p h i lo lo g is t  (he tau g h t French w hile i n
Rumania)* he i s  perhaps more aware than  most people o f language as
a form of so c ia l  behavior which i s  no t always a  means of communicating
id ea s  o r f e e l in g s .^  The problem, as Ionesco p re se n ts  i t ,  i s  th a t
p eo p le , in s te a d  of using  language to  th in k , l e t  language th in k  fo r
them, thus tak in g  over th a t  p a r t  o f t h e i r  m ental f a c u l ty  w herein l i e s
flmuch of th e i r  id e n t i ty .  P ro fe sso r Coe sees Io n e sc o 's  c r i t ic i s m  of 
m an's use of c lic h e s  as a c tu a l ly  a p h ilo so p h ic a l c r i t ic is m  o f the  
human c o n d itio n j "Kan has signed  h is  ab d ica tio n ) w ith in , th e re  
r e s id e s  a v o id , a no th ingness , to  be f i l l e d  by words and s lo g an s, 
u n t i l  th e  slogan becomes the  whole man."?
A ll of Io n e sc o 's  p lays abound in  examples of hollow , everyday 
co n v ersa tio n , in  which man's s tu p id i ty  i s  shown by h is  a l l  too  ready 
use of maxims and say in g s. In  th i s  re s p e c t Ionesco has more than  
once been compared to  F la u b e rt. Again I  quote from P ro fesso r Coe:
"No w r i te r  s in ce  F la u b e rt has been so  mesmerised, so u t t e r ly  
f a s c in a te d , by th e  im penetrable b S tise  of the  average man. From
6T b id ., p . 223.
^Dorothy Knowles, "Ionesco and th e  Mechanisms of Language," 
Modern Drama, 7 (May, 1961), 7.
o
. S. Doubrovsky, "Ionesco and the  Comic of A bsu rd ity ,"
T ale French S tu d ies ,  No. 23 (Summer, 1959), 8.
^Richard N. Coe, Eug&ne Ionesco (New York: drove p re s s ,
I n c . ,  1961), pp. 1*7-1+8.
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La G an ta trice  to  Sc&ne 1 q u a tre * every conceivable degree of th ic k ­
headedness i s  lo v in g ly  and c a re s s in g ly  analysed and lin g e re d  o v e r.”^  
This i s  th e  main s u b je c t o f La C a n ta tr ic e  chauve, as th e  c h a ra c te rs  
seem to  be c re a te d  by the  language they use) and s in ce  they say the  
same th in g s  as the  others* they become nothing more than  persons 
w ithou t p e r s o n a l i t ie s .  This r e p e t i t io n  of th e  same ideas from one 
person  to  another r e s u l ts  in  a k ind  of ap la tlssem en t and d u lls  th e  
i n t e l l e c t . ^
Note* in  th is  play* how th e  conversa tion  of Mrs. Smith 
r e f l e c t s  th e  b a n a lity  of he r mind. Following i s  a r6sum6 of a p a r t  
of th is*  I t  i s  n ine o 'c lo c k . Husband and w ife have j u s t  ea ten  soup* 
fish*  po tatoes*  and s a la d . They have drunk w ater. They l iv e  in  th e  
suburbs o f London. Their name i s  Sm ith. P o ta toes a re  very  good w ith 
bacon. The sa lad  o i l  was n o t ra n c id . The sa lad  o i l  from th e  grocery 
on th e  co rner i s  b e t te r  than th e  o i l  from th e  grocery acro ss th e  
s tre e t*  even b e t t e r  than  the  o i l  from the g rocer down the  h i l l ,  
although th e i r  o i l  i s  no t bad) bu t s t i l l  the  f a c t  rem ains t h a t  the  
o i l  from the  grocer on the  com er i s  th e  b e s t o f a l l .  Mrs. Smith a te  
more than  h e r  husband d id , even though o rd in a r i ly  he e a ts  more than  
she does. T heir son takes a f t e r  h is  f a th e r .  Their daughter takes 
a f t e r  her m other. And so i t  g o e s .^
10I b ld .* p . 7U.
^ H e n r i  Gouhier* "Un humanisme tra g lq u e *” C ahiers Renaud- 
B a rra u lt* Mo. 1*2 (February , 1963), 81.
^ Io n esco *  Thfe&tre (P a r is :  E d itio n s G allim ard, 1951*), I ,
19-21.
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A fte r th e i r  g u e s ts , th e  M artins, a r r iv e ,  Mr. and Mrs. Smith 
g re e t  then  (s in c e  they  m ust, a f t e r  a l l ,  pay them the  honor to  which 
they  have a r i g h t ) .  They a l l  s i t  down and t r y  to  make co n v ersa tio n , 
fo r  i t  i s  t h e i r  s o c ia l  o b l ig a t io n . At f i r s t  i t  i s  r a th e r  d i f f i c u l t :
U. Smith: Hm,
S ile n c e .
line Smith: Hm, hm.
S ile n c e .
Mine M artin : Bn, hm, hm.
S ile n c e .
M. M artin : Hm, hm, hm, hm.
S ile n c e .
Mine M artin : Oh, d6cid£m ent.
S ile n c e .
Then they speak o f th e  w eather and mouth popu lar say in g s . F in a lly  
line M artin i s  ta lk ed  in to  t e l l i n g  about an e x tra o rd in a ry  even t she 
saw: a man ty in g  h is  sh o e laces . M. M artin , i n  tu rn , t e l l s  them o f
an amazing even t th a t  he w itn essed : a man read ing  a newspaper in  th e
m etro . Then they rece ive  a b r i e f  v i s i t  from th e  f i r e  c h ie f ,  and they 
t e l l  each o th e r  anecdo tes, a l l  o f  which a re  r a th e r  p o in t le s s .  One of 
them, in  f a c t ,  was simply mimed in  a c tu a l  perform ance; the  a c to r  went 
through the  g e s tu re s  of ta lk in g  w ithout any sound emerging from h is  
m o u th .^  This was perhaps to  g e t across more e f f e c t iv e ly  to  the  
audience th e  hollowness of th e  amusements of such peop le . The high 
p o in t o f t h i s  scene comes when th e  f i r e  c h ie f  t e l l s  the  famous one, 
" le  Rhume," i n  which, a f t e r  about two hundred words o f In tro d u c tio n , 
he comes to  the  p o in t:  a c e r t a in  person sometimes ca tch es  a cold  in
•̂ Ib id . , p. 33.
^ Ib id . ,  p. U:.
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th e  w i n t e r . ^  The o th e rs  f in d  t h i s  a cu rio u s  and alm ost u n b e liev ab le  
s to ry . This type of co n v ersa tio n  con tinues fo r  th e  r e s t  o f th e  p lay , 
th e  c h a ra c te rs  l e t t i n g  wards and form ulas tak e  p o ssessio n  of th e i r  
thought u n t i l  they  become such v ic tim s  of v e rb a l i n e r t i a  t h a t  they 
end by making sounds w ithout any i n te l l e c tu a l  co n ten t w hatsoever.
S im ila r use o f language can be seen  i n  L1Avenir e s t  dans le s  
o eu fs , ^  when th e  Robert fam ily  pays i t s  condolences (which Ionesco  
changes to  ncordo l6ances") to  the Jacques fam ily  on le a rn in g  of the  
death  of Jacques g rand*p ere . A ll o f them say to  Jacques m ire : "Nous
vcxis pr&sentons nos cha leu reuses c o rd o llan c es , c o rd o llan c es , 
c o rd o llan ces , cordolfeancesl" Then they  say  to  Jacques grand ' m ire ; 
"C ordo llancesl Cordol6ancesl C ordo llances1 C ordollancesl 
C haleureuses c o rd o lla n c e s l” And then  to  Ja c q u e lin e : "Nos
chaleu reuses c o rd o llan ces l Cordolfiancesl C o rd o lla n c e s t" ^  Of 
course  a l l  t h i s  c a l l s  fo r  th an k s , which a re  rendered  many tim es over. 
F i r s t  Jacques m ere: "Merci, m erci, t r l s  heureuse , m erc i."  Then
Jacques g rand ' m ire : "M ille f o i s  m ercil M ercil M erci1 J e  n*y
manquerai p as, m ercil Enchantfee, m erc il"  And, f i n a l ly ,  Ja cq u e lin e : 
"M ercil M ercil M ercil M ercil A vous aussil"^®  Then a l l  o f  them 
in  un ison  say "cordolfiances" many more tim es to  one an o th e r. By th e  
tim e they have f in is h e d , they have sa id  th i s  a t o t a l  of fo rty -o n e
^ I b i d . , pp . U6-U7.
^ T h i s  p lay  i s  a lso  d iscu ssed  in  Chapter I ,  pp. 23-27, and in  
C hapter I I ,  p . 73.
^ Io n e s c o , T hfijtre , I ,  215-216.
l8 I b l d .
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tim es. Here again  Ionesco  pushea to  th e  absurd th e  m echanisation of 
speech.
D ullness of mind i s  fre q u e n tly  in d ic a te d  i n  Io n e sc o 's  p lays by
th e  co n v ersa tio n  o f concierges* who seem to  be fo r  him a symbol of
bourgeois narrow-mindedness and i n a n i t y . ^  W itness the  song by the
concierge a t  th e  beginning  of Act n  of Tueur sans gages;
Quand i l  f a i t  f r o id ,  11 f a i t  pas chaud*
Quand i l  f a i t  chaud* c 'e s t  q u ' i l  f a i t  f ro id l  
Quand i l  f a i t  f r o id ,  11 f a i t  pas chaud*
Quand i l  f a i t  chaud, c 'e s t  q u ' i l  f a i t  f ro id l  
Quand 11 f a i t  f r o id ,  e s t- c e  q u ' i l  f a i t  chaud?
Quand i l  f a i t  chaud* f a i t - i l  done f ro id ?
Que f a i t - i l  done quand i l  f a i t  fro id ?2 0
W hile she s in g s th is *  she sweeps. There i s  snow and so o t on the
sidew alk and f r o n t  steps* and as f a s t  as she sweeps i t  away* th e re
f a l l s  s t i l l  more. This does no t have any e f f e c t  on her* however* as
she con tinues to  sweep* w h ile  grumbling* ta lk in g  to  passers-by*
s t r ik in g  a dog w ith  her broom* th re a te n in g  a drunkard. The la t te r *
in  f a c t ,  d esc rib es  her w e ll when he t e l l s  h e r, on backing o f f ,  "Vous
Atee b ien  banale* Madame.
Her philosophy of l i f e  could  be d escribed  a t  b e s t  as shallow . 
She has a ready  answer fo r  ev ery th in g . About education  she has th is  
to  say* "A u jourd 'hu i, i l  y  a tro p  d 'in s tru c t io n *  c 'e s t  pour c e la  que 
ga va m al." For her i t  i s  always someone e ls e  who has th e  e a s ie s t  
k ind  of work: "Le m e ille u r  a A tie r  c 'e s t  d 'e t r e  m in is tre . Ceux-la,
i l s  payent pas lo u rs  Im pdts, i l s  le s  to u ch en t."  About th e  r ic h ?
^Coe* SugAne Ionesco* p . 11*. 
2°lonesco , ThA&tre* I I ,  100-101.
21Ib id .*  p . 113.
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"Ma f o i ,  l e s  r ic h e s ,  i l s  son t p e u t-6 tre  a u ss i pauvres que nous, s ' i l  
en r e s t e ,  de csb tem p s-c i."  About ph ilo so p h ers?  "Ne m’ en p a rie s  
pas des ph ilo sophes. . . .  I l s  m 'ont r ie n  a p p r is , pas mfcme E arc -A u rile . 
f a  ne s e r t  a  r ie n ,  fin a lem en t. . . .  I I  f a u t  tro u v er chacun sa  so lu tio n . 
S ' i l  y en a v a i t ,  mais y en a p a s ." 22
Such mundane conversa tion  and use o f popular sayings i s  only 
one k ind  of danger a g a in s t which an a c tiv e  mind must be on guard. 
Another danger i s  what Ionesco te rn s  " le  d irig ism e  a c t i f  ou 
d o c tr in a ir e ,  apparemment m obile, d6 ja  a u to m a tiq u e ."^  In  a le c tu re  
g iven  a t  the  Sorbonne in  i 960 Ionesco  named more p re c is e ly  these  two 
g re a t dangers to  m ental a c t i v i t y * " la  sc l6 ro se  m entals bourgeoise 
d 'une  p a r t ,  l e s  ty ra n n ie s  des regim es e t  d ire c tio n s  p o l i t iq u e s
2kd 'a u tr e  p a r t ."  The preceding  p a r t  of t h i s  chap ter has d e a l t  w ith  
th e  f i r s t  danger. Let us now take  up th e  second.
I n  an essay e n t i t le d  "Fropos su r mon th e a t r e ,"  which 
appeared fo r  th e  f i r s t  tim e i n  p r in t  in  Notes e t  c o n tre -n o te s ,
Ionesco w rite s  o f th e  danger e sp e c ia l ly  to  young people of a l l  kinds 
of propaganda and ideo logy . Leaders o f schools o f thought a re  always 
on the  quest fo r  d is c ip le s ;  they  wish to  a c t  upon o th e rs , to  be 
follow ed in  t h e i r  op in ions , even though sometimes (as in  a 
t o t a l i t a r i a n  s t a te )  th i s  has to  be accomplished through fo rc e .
They t r y  to  impose th e i r  id e a s , p a ss io n s , o r p e rs o n a l i ty , in s te a d
22I b id . ,  p . 102.
23-'Ionesco, Notes e t  c o n tre -n o te s , p . 207.
2i*Ibid. ,  p . 63.
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of allow ing th e  p e rs o n a lity  o f th e  o th e rs  to  d e v e l o p . But any kind 
o f d ire c te d  thought i s  dead and l im i ts  th e  mind.2^
A le s so n  i s  j u s t  one such k ind  of m ental ty ranny . To Ionesco 
lesso n s a re  a form of su b je c tio n  of th e  mind to  h ide t r u th  from i t :  
"Les lemons son t f a i t e s  pour nous mener par le  bout du n e t e t  nous 
cacher la  vAritA complexe, dans ses c o n tra d ic t io n s ."27 lla rce l B rion 
w rite s  of Io n e sc o 's  th e a tr e :  "Ionesco dAnonce l a  grande mis&re e t  le
v ice  i n te l l e c tu e l  m ajeur de n o tre  temps qui e s t  1 'a g re s s iv itA  de 
1 ' e s p r i t  de systAme e t  la  ty ran n ie  de l a  dem onstration logique qui 
se  s u b s ti tu e  A la  v ie ,  e t  qui s 'e f f o r c e  de 1 'A llm iner."2® I t  i s  t h i s  
which Ionesco dem onstrates in  La Lecon.
In  th e  beginning of th e  p lay  a young s tu d e n t of e igh teen  comes 
to  a p ro fe s s o r 's  house fo r  a le s so n . She i s  n e a tly  d ressed , has good 
manners, and seems very  eager. The p ro fe sso r, a l i t t l e  o ld  man w ith  
a fee b le  v o ice , aw aits h e r. The Btage d ire c tio n s  a t  th i s  p o in t a re  
q u i te  re v e a lin g , fo r  they fo re c a s t  what the  end of th e  p lay  w i l l  be. 
F i r s t  of a l l  th e  young p u p il i s  describ ed : "E lie  a l ' a i r  d 'une f i l l e
p o lie ,  b ien  AlevAe, mais b ien  v iv a n te , g a ie , dynamiquej un so u r ire  
f r a i s  su r l e s  lA vres ."  The p ro fesso r i s  d ressed  somberly and i s  
"excessivem ent p o l i ,  t r e s  tim id e , voix  assou rd ie  pa r l a  tim id itA ,
2^ Ib ld . ,  p . I46.
26I b id . ,  p . 207.
27I b i d . ,  pp. 106-107.
28I b ld . , p . 275.
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tr& s c o rre c t ,  tr& s p ro f  e ss  e u r . '1̂  The s tu d en t i s  f u l l  of l i f e ;  she 
i s  good raw m a te r ia l. The p ro fe sso r i s  anything bu t l iv e ly ;  he i s  
o ld -fash ioned  in  both  h is  appearance and in  h is  a c tio n s .
But the  s tag e  d ire c tio n s  go s t i l l  f a r th e r ,  as they  d esc rib e
no t only the  appearance of the  c h a ra c te rs  a t  the  beginning of th e
p la y , b u t a lso  how each of them w i l l  change as th e  p lay  p ro g re sse s .
As fo r  th e  s tu d en t:
Au cours du drame qui va ee jo u e r , e l l e  r a l e n t i r a  progressivem ent 
l e  rhytnme v i f  de ses mouvements, de son a l lu r e ,  e l l e  devra se 
r e fo u le r ;  de gaie  e t  so u r ia n te , e l l e  deviendra progressivem ent 
t r i s t e ,  morose; t r i e  v iv an te  au d ib u t, e l l e  se ra  de p lu s  en p lus 
f a t ig u 6e, som nolente; vers l a  f i n  du drame sa  f ig u re  devra 
exprim er n e tte a e n t une d ep ress io n  nerveuse; sa  fa^on de p a r le r  
s 'e n  r e s s e n t i r a ,  sa  langue se  fe ra  pfiteuse, le s  mots rev ien d ro n t 
d if f ic ile m e n t  dans sa  m&aoire e t  s o r t i r o n t ,  to u t  a u ss i d i f f i c i l e -  
m ent, de sa  bouche; e l l e  aura  l ' a i r  vaguement p a ra ly s6e, d£but 
d*aphasia; v o lo n ta ire  au d4but, ju s q u 'a  en p a ra f t r e  presque 
a g re ss iv e , e l l e  se f e r a  de p lu s  en p lu s p a ss iv e , ju s q u 'a  ne p lu s 
S tre  qu’un o b je t  mou e t  in e r t e ,  sem blant inanim6e, e n tre  le s  
mains du P rofesseur.^O
As fo r  th e  p ro fe s so r:
Sa t im id ite  d isp a ra £ tra  p rogressivem ent, in sen sib lem en t; l e s  
lu e u rs  lu b riq u es  de ses  yeux f in i r o n t  pa r deven ir une flamme 
dAvorant, in in te rro o p u e ; d 'apparence p lu s qu1 in o ffen s iv e  au 
dAbut de 1 ' a c tio n , l e  P ro fesseu r deviendra de p lu s  en p lu s  s3r 
de l u i , nerveux, a g r e s s i f ,  dom inateur, j u s q u 'i  se  jo u e r  comma 
i l  l u i  p la i r a  de son dl&ve, devenue, e n tre  ses mains, une 
pauvre chose.
The p ro fe sso r excuses h im self fo r  being  a b i t  l a t e ,  and he 
asks th e  s tu d en t to  s i t  down. She t e l l s  him th a t  she wants to  p repare  
fo r  th e  d o c to ra t t o t a l  and th a t  the  f i r s t  com petition  w i l l  be i n  th ree
2^Ionesco, Th&Stre, I ,  61 
•^I b id . , p . 60 .
^ T b ld . ,  p . 61.
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weeks. When she t e l l s  him th a t  she w i l l  he a t  h is  d isp o s itio n *  th e re  
i s  a  glimmer i n  h is  eyes* which he qu ick ly  supp resses . He i s  a l l  
p o l i te n e s s  and sm iles as he says* r,Je  ne s u is  que v o tre  s e r v i te u r ." - ^  
He begins by making a summary exam ination of her p a s t  s tu d ie s .  He i s  
amazed to  f in d  ou t th a t  she knows th a t  one and one make twoi "Oh* 
mais c 'e s t  tr&s b ien . Vous me p a ra is s e s  t rd s  avane4e dans vos 6tu d e s . 
Vous aurez fac ilem en t v o tre  d o c to ra l t o t a l ,  M a d e m o i s e l l e . " ^  He 
c o n g ra tu la te s  h e r on h e r  m ental prowess and says th a t  th e re  i s  no 
need to  con tinue  w ith  a d d it io n .
He tu rn s  to  su b tra c tio n . She i s  bew ildered when he asks her 
th e  r e s u l t  o f fo u r minus th re e . She guesses seven* b u t i s  to ld  th a t  
she must n o t add in  t h i s  c a se . She th en  guesses four* and th en  th re e . 
The p ro fe s so r  t e l l s  her* "Mais i l  ne s 'a g i t  pas de d ev in e r, i l  f a u t  
r a i s o n n e r ." ^  He t r i e s  to  e x p la in  th is  to  her v is u a l ly  by ho ld ing  up 
matches and a lso  by drawing on the  b lackboard . S t i l l*  she does no t 
understand j she s t i l l  wants to  add r a th e r  than  s u b tr a c t .  He t e l l s  
h e r ;  "Vous avez to u jo u rs  tendance a  a d d itio n n e r . Mais i l  fa u t  
a u ss i s o u s t r a i r e .  I I  ne f a u t  pas uniquement in tf ig re r . I I  fa u t  
a u ss i  d £ s in t6g re r .  C 'e s t  £a l a  v ie .  C 'e s t  $a l a  p h ilo so p h ic . C 'e s t  
l a  sc ie n c e . C 'e s t  $a l e  progr&s* l a  c i v i l i s a t i o n . " ^
He t r i e s  again* th is  tim e becoming le s s  in d u lg e n t. The
3^ Ib id . * p . 6U.
33I b ld .* p . 66 .
^ I b i d . ,  p . 66 .
3^ I b id .* pp . 69- 70.
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examples t h a t  he u ses  a re  f r ig h te n in g ,  such as te a r in g  o f f  a nose or 
e a t in g  an e a r .  She s t i l l  does n o t l e a r n ,  and th e  p ro fe s s o r  becomes 
e x a s p e ra te d , a lth o u g h  he manages to  co n tin u e  g iv in g  h e r  more exam ples. 
A f te r  one o f h is  e x p la n a tio n s , he ask s  h er w hat he has J u s t  s a id .
She r e p e a ts  i t  word f o r  word. I f  she cannot re a so n , a t  l e a s t  she can 
r e c i t e .  She th en  goes over a p o r t io n  o f  h is  le s s o n  and r e p e a ts  i t  a s  
i f  t o  im p lan t i t  i n  h e r memory.
She wonders i f  one can s u b tra c t  th re e  from one, and the 
p ro fe sso r t e l l s  he r th a t  i t  i s  n o t p o s s ib le . When she asks why, he 
t e l l s  h e r , "ga ne s 'e x p liq u e  p a s . £a se  comprend par un raisonnem ent 
math&matique in tfc r ie u r ." -^  He t e l l s  her th a t  she must understand  th e  
p r in c ip le s ,  the a r i th m e tic a l  a rch e ty p es, or e ls e  she w i l l  never be 
ab le  to  handle the  la rg e  numbers which to d a y 's  s c i e n t i s t s  a re  
expected to  handle . As an example, he asks h e r  how much i s  
3,755*996,251 m u ltip lie d  by 5»l62,3Q3>So8. W ithout a moment's 
h e s i ta t io n  she t e l l s  him: 19 ,390 ,002 ,8hU,219,161*,508. He. i s  
a s to n ish ed  a t  her sw if tn e ss , bu t he i s  not so su re  th a t  she i s  r ig h t .  
He t e l l s  he r th a t  i t  should be 19 ,390 ,002 ,8kb ,219, 1614, $09. When she 
t e l l s  him th a t  he i s  wrong, he t r i e s  i t  ag a in , adding in  h is  head, 
mumbling a lo u d . F in a lly  he adm its t h a t  she i s  r i g h t .  He asks her 
how she managed to  give such a c o rre c t  answer w ithou t knowing the 
p r in c ip le s  of m athem atical reason ing . She answ ers: " C 'e s t  sim ple.
Ne pouvant me f i e r  a mon ra iso n n em en t, j ' a i  a p p r is  p a r  co eu r toua
36Ib id ., p. 72.
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l e s  r f i s u l t a t s  p o s s ib le s  de to u te s  l e s  m u l t ip l ic a t io n s  p o s s ib le s .
But t h i s  does n o t s a t i s f y  him, fo r  she shou ld  have found h e r  answer 
by re a so n in g . She o u s t  le a r n  how to  re a so n , b u t ,  o f c o u rse , in  th e  
manner i n  which he d i c t a t e s .
Next he goes to  l i n g u i s t i c s  and com para tive  p h ilo lo g y . At 
t h i s  p o in t  he i s  in te r r u p te d  by th e  m aid, who w arns n o t to :  
"M onsieur, s u r to u t  pas de p h i lo lo g ie ,  l a  p h i lo lo g ie  mSne au p ire ."^ ®
He o rd e rs  th e  maid o u t and i n s i s t s  t h a t  he knows what he i s  d o ing .
Then he t e l l s  h is  p u p il  to  l i s t e n  w ith  th e  g r e a te s t  a t t e n t io n  to  h is  
c o u rse , " to u t  p r6 p a r6 ."  She c la p s  h e r  hands w ith  d e l ig h t  as  i f  she 
r e a l l y  lo o k s forw ard to  i t .  The p ro fe s s o r  im m ediately  s i le n c e s  her 
as  he becomes more a u th o r i t a r i a n .  He b eg in s  t o  pace back and f o r th ,  
p e r o ra t in g ,  w ith  e la b o ra te  g e s tu re s  o f th e  hands and arm s. The 
s tu d e n t ,  now "d 'u n e  v o ix  6 t e i n t e , "  r e s p e c t f u l ly  sa y s , "Oui, M onsieurI" 
He goes in to  a  long  le c tu r e  which i s  f u l l  o f te c h n ic a l  w ords, b u t i s  
n o n e th e le s s  vague, and d e f i n i t e l y  o u t of th e  re a c h  of th e  s tu d e n t 's  
u n d e rs ta n d in g .
He t e l l s  h e r  t h a t  a l l  languages a re  in  r e a l i t y  one language , 
and th a t  they  a re  n e c e s s a r i ly  composed o f phonemes; b u t b e fo re  he 
can  f i n i s h  h is  s e n te n c e , she goes ahead o f  him and says "phonemes" 
b e fo re  he does. This angers him and he t e l l s  h e r  n o t t o  d isp la y  h e r  
own knowledge, b u t in s te a d  to  l i s t e n  to  him . She a g a in  o b e d ie n tly  
sa y s , "O ui, M onsieurl" He p roceeds once m ore, and she in t e r r u p t s
37Ib ld ., p. 73.
38Ibid .,  p. 75-
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j u s t  long  enough to  say  "O ui, M onsieur," b u t he t e l l s  h e r  to  be 
q u ie t .  He g iv es  h er more o f h is  p rep a red  l e c t u r e ,  b u t l a t e r  she 
in t e r r u p t s  him ag a in  to  say  som eth ing , and a g a in  he t e l l s  h e r  to  be 
s i l e n t .
At t h i s  p o in t  th e  s tu d e n t 's  a t t i t u d e  changes. She seems n o t 
to  be allow ed to  p a r t i c ip a te  i n  t h i s  p ro c e ss  of le a rn in g ,  and 
a p p a re n tly  does n o t l i k e  to  be h e ld  back . The s ta g e  d i r e c t io n s  a t  
t h i s  p o in t  a re  r e v e a l in g :  "L 'E ldve a  soudain  l 1 a i r  de s o u f f r i r . " 3^
She now s a y s , f a r  th e  f i r s t  tim e , w hat she w i l l  r e p e a t  many tim es 
over u n t i l  th e  end o f th e  l e s  son i " J 'a i  mal aux d e n ts , M o n s ie u r ." ^  
The p ro fe s s o r  m erely r e p l i e s ,  " fa  n 'a  pas d 'im p o rtan ce . Nous 
n 'a l lo n s  pas  nous a r r d t e r  pour s i  peu de c h o s e . T h e  s tu d e n t  
a g re e s , a t  l e a s t  on th e  s u r fa c e ,  b u t  t h i s  does n o t s to p  h e r  to o th ­
ach e . More and more she appears t o  be s u f f e r in g ,  b u t th e  p ro fe s s o r  
seems o b liv io u s  to  t h i s .  He c o n tin u e s  th e  le s s o n , and h i s  v o ice  
becomes h a r s h e r .
At tim es she seems to  be g en u in e ly  ab so rb in g  what he i s  
ta lk in g  ab o u t, b u t th e n  i t  becomes e v id e n t by h e r  rem arks t h a t  she 
i s  n o t .  Note, f o r  in s ta n c e ,  th e  fo llo w in g  exam ple, i n  w hich she 
ta k e s  what he says l i t e r a l l y :
Le R rofesseur: . . .  pour vous donner un example qui n 'e s t  gu&re
qu’une i l l u s t r a t i o n ,  prenez l e  mot f r o n t .  . . .
L'El&ve: Avec quo i l e  p r e n d re ? ^
39I b i a . ,  p .  7 7 .
^ ° I b ld . ,  p . 78.
^ E b id .
^ I b i d . ,  p . 80.
But h e r  i n t e r e s t  i s  on ly  f l e e t i n g ,  and h e r  q u e s tio n s  u s u a lly  b e s id e  
th e  p o in t .  A l l  th e  w h ile  she keeps com plain ing  ab o u t h e r  t e e th .
The p r o f e s s o r 1 a l e c tu r e  becomes more and more o b tu se , and she
sim ply  can n o t comprehend th e  s u b t l e t i e s  of i t .  She f i n a l l y  t e l l s  
him , "Vous m 'em bStez, M onsieurI" and th e n  she makes grim aces a t  him. 
He seems to  have more and more d i f f i c u l t y  keep ing  h e r  o b e d ie n t. When 
she says once more, " J ’ a i  mal aux d e n ts ,"  he la sh e s  o u t, " Je  v a is  
vous l e s  a r r a c h e r ,  m o i t " ^  But even t h i s  does n o t s to p  h e r ,  and she 
c o n tin u e s  to  com plain . This tim e he th re a te n s  to  c rack  h e r  s k u l l .
She d a re s  him t o ,  and he tw is ts  h e r  w r i s t .  T his subdues h e r  fo r  a 
tim e , b u t  s t i l l  does n o t s to p  h e r  to o th a c h e . When he asks h e r  what 
he has j u s t  s a id ,  she r e p e a ts  i t  d u ly . Then she a g a in  becomes a  b i t  
i n s o le n t ,  ta p s  h e r  f e e t ,  moves h e r  l e g s ,  and lo o k s a t  th e  f l i e s  on 
th e  c e i l in g — a l l  o f w hich enrages th e  p ro fe s s o r .
Now even he seems d isco u rag ed , and he m u tte rs , "Mais p a  n ' i r a
pas comme p a ,  pas ccmme p a ,  pas conme p a ,  pas camme p a .  . . ." ^ *  He 
t r i e s  a  d i f f e r e n t  approach , t e l l i n g  h e r  t h a t  he i s  going to  te ac h  
h e r  a l l  th e  t r a n s l a t i o n s  o f  th e  word "co u te a u ."  He goes o u t t o  f in d  
a k n if e ,  and w h ile  he i s  gone, th e  s tu d e n t  s i t s  th e r e  w ith  a  k in d  o f  
stunned  e x p re s s io n . The maid once more e n te r s  and t r i e s  to  g iv e  a 
w arn ing . When th e  s tu d e n t  say s  once more t h a t  h e r  t e e th  ach e , th e  
maid says t h a t  t h i s  i s  " le  symptoms f i n a l  I Le g rand  sym ptom el"^
k^ r b ld . , p . Bi*. 
k^ I b id . ,  p .  86. 
^ I b i d . ,  p . 87.
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The p ro fe s so r  o rders h e r  back o u t, and he p repares to  teach  h is  
s tu d e n t how to  pronounce th e  word "kn ife"  in  a l l  languages. He 
chants in  an alm ost hypno tis ing  manner, f i r s t  "cou ," then  " te a u ."
She asks him which language he i s  u sin g , and he r e p l ie s  t h a t  i t  i s  
of no im portance, adding, "£a ne vous regarde  p a s . " ^
He b rand ishes th e  k n ife  under th e  eyes o f th e  p u p il ,  who 
re p e a ts  a f t e r  him, alm ost i n  a hypnotic  tra n c e , "Cou . . .  te a u  . . . "
He o rd ers  h e r to  say i t  aga in , w hile looking  a t  the  k n if e .  There 
i s  a momentary r e b e l l io n ,  as she t e l l s  him th a t  she has had enough. 
Furtherm ore, h e r p a in  i s  sp read in g . Not only do her te e th  ache, bu t 
a ls o  h e r f e e t  and h e r  head. His vo ice  seems s t r id e n t  to  h e r , and 
she t e l l s  him th a t  i t  i s  making h e r e a rs  h u r t .  He t e l l s  her th a t  he 
w i l l  t e a r  them o f f  so th a t  they  w i l l  no t b o th er her any lo n g er. She 
says th a t  i t  i s  he who i s  causing  h e r th i s  p a in . He only co n tin u es , 
"Regardez, a l lo n s ,  v i t e ,  r 6p6 t e s :  cou . . . " ^ 7  She again  comes under
h is  s p e l l  and re p e a ts  as o rdered . From th is  p o in t on she seems to  
be in  a s o r t  of s tu p o r and i s  somewhat s tra n g e ly  e c s t a t i c ,  hven 
though she p la in ly  r e a l is e d  th a t  i t  i s  th e  p ro fe sso r who i s  causing 
h e r p a in , she l e t s  h e r s e l f  be c a r r ie d  away w ith  the  p roceed ings.
This unusual s t a t e  i s  described  by Ionesco i n  the  s tag e  d ire c tio n s  
as fo llo w s: "L'El&ve . . .  d o it  S tre  de p lu s en p lus fatigufee,
p le u ra n te , d6sesp 6r 6e , k l a  f o i s  ex tasifie  e t  e x a sp d rS e ." ^  She keeps
^ I b i d . ,  p. 86 .
k^ Ib id .
iltiI b id .
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r e p e a t in g  "c o u te a u ,"  a l l  th e  w h ile  com plain ing  of th e  p a in  which i a
in v ad in g  h e r  body more and m ore:
Ah, j ' a i  mal . . .  ma t8 t e  . . .  (E l le  e f f le u r e  de l a  m ain,  comme 
pour une c a re s  Be, l e a  p a r t i e s  cfu co rps qu * elT e nomme. ) . . .  mes 
yeux . . . .  j '* a i  mal . . .  ma g o rg e , cou . . .  ah . . .  mes A paules . . .  
mes se in e  . . .  cou te a u .  . . .  ties h an d les  . . .  co u teau  . . .  mes 
c u is s e s  . . .  cou . . .  Couteau . . .  ma gorge . . .  Couteau . . .  mes 
6 p au le s  . . .  mes b r a s ,  mes s e in s ,  mes hanches . . .  co u teau  . . .  
co u teau  . . .  C outeau . . .  mes s e in s  . . .  mon v e n tre  ...**?
The p ro fe s s o r  goes around h e r  i n  th e  manner o f  an In d ia n  s c a lp  dance.
F in a l ly ,  a f t e r  sa y in g  " le  cou teau  t u e , "  he k i l l s  h e r  w ith  a
s p e c ta c u la r  s tro k e  o f th e  k n if e .  She f a l l s  back in to  a c h a i r  and he
s t r i k e s  h e r  a g a in , t h i s  tim e "de bas en  h a u t ,"  as bo th  m urdered and
v ic tim  s a y , "Aaahl" a t  th e  same t i m e . ^
A fte r  t h i s ,  th e  p ro fe s s o r  i s  v i s i b l e  shaken . He t e l l s  h e r
th a t  th e  le s s o n  i s  o v er, t h a t  she can go . But when he r e a l i z e s  t h a t
she i s  q u i te  dead , he c a l l s  f o r  th e  m aid . She u p b ra id s  him f o r
k i l l i n g  y e t  an o th e r  s tu d e n t ,  th e  f o r t i e t h  t h a t  day— " e t  to u s  l e s  Jo u rs
c ’ e s t  l a  mime chose I He c la im s t h a t  i t  was n o t h is  f a u l t ,  b u t  t h a t
o f th e  s tu d e n t ,  f o r  she d id  n o t w ish to  le a r n .  When she c a l l s  him a
l i a r ,  he t r i e s  to  k i l l  h e r  to o ,  b u t sh e  makes him drop th e  k n i f e .  She
t e l l s  him th a t  she i s  n o t one o f h is  p u p i l s .  She th e n  e x p la in s  to
him th a t  they  m ust once a g a in  g e t  r i d  o f  th e  body by ta k in g  i t  o u t o f
th e  house in  a c o f f in .  (The peop le  o f  th e  town a re  nev er s u s p ic io u s ,
because  th ey  a re  accustom ed to  se e in g  c o f f in s  be ing  ta k e n  from th e
^ I b i d . ,  pp . 58-89. 
*° r b id . ,  p . 89. 
% b i d „  p . 91.
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p ro fe s s o r 's  house .) They l i f t  th e  body of the  s tu d en t and take her 
o f f  the s ta g e , and in  the  d is tan ce  a re  heard  hammer blows as they 
s e a l  h e r i n  the  c o f f in .  Then th e re  i s  a r in g  a t  the door* and th e  
maid goes to  open i t  fo r  another s tu d en t as the c u r ta in  f a l l s .
The m atte r o f r i t u a l  i n  Ionesco has been analyzed by two
c r i t i c s ,  and mentioned by others* In  l a  Legon i t  i s  e sp e c ia lly
n o tic e a b le . John T. D aniel sees la  Legon as a  k ind  o f r e l ig io u s
ceremony in  which th e re  i s  a s a c r i f i c e  of the  l iv in g  by th e  dead.
At the  end the  same "ceremony" begins a l l  over a g a in . Ur. D aniel
s t a t e s :  "The c o n tin u ity  of death  i s  com plete, the s t e r i l e  and
im potent s p i r i t  su rv iv es and begins ano ther round o f d e s tru c t io n ." -^
George G. Strem d escrib es  t h i s  r i t u a l  fu r th e r ;  "The second s y l la b le
[o f  "couteau"] i s  very c lo se  to  " tu e ,"  the  le th a l  verb  th a t  b rin g s
the  r i t u a l  to  the  culm inating  p o in t. [A t th e  words] " le  couteau
tu e ,"  the  k n ife  s t r ik e s  th e  g i r l  w ith enormous fo rc e  as th e  High
P r ie s t  immolates th e  s a c r i f i c i a l  v ic tim . The r e s u l t  was no t
c a lc u la te d , though i t  could be fo reseen ] th e  p ro fe sso r ac ted  in  an
in to x ic a te d  s ta te  as i f  under th e  e f f e c t  o f a d ru g ."^3 This
cerem onial s a c r i f ic e  has a ls o  been n o tic ed  by A lb e rt Schulze
V ellinghausen , who w r ite s ;
Es s o l l t e  uns doch zu denken geben, dass der L ehrer, der 
zum Udrder w ird , geradezu e in  Modell (e in  streckenw eis 
a u sse ro rd e n tlic h  komisches U odell) e in e s  hanebuchenen 
Pseudo-Wissens i s t .  Er v e r t r i t t  i n  s e in e r  ganzen D ik tion
-^John T. D aniel, "Ionesco and the  R itu a l o f N ih ilism ,"  
Drama Survey, I  (Spring , l ? 6l ) ,  58.
^G eorge  G. Strem, "R itu a l and Poetry  in  EugAne Io n e sc o 's  
T h ea tre ,"  The Texas Q u a rte rly , Y (1962), 151.
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b o  eehr den z e rs to re r isc h e n  C harakter der s in n - e n t le e r t -  
wusten Form al-logik , dass e r  s c h l ie s s l ic h  wie e in  Moloch 
w irken muBal"^**
Ihe in te r p r e ta t io n  of Legon as a rape of the  s tu d en t has
been mentioned by se v e ra l c r i t i c s ,  notably  by M artin E es lin , who 
w r i te s :  "The p u p il comes under h is  dominance, which f in d s  i t s
c o n c re te , th e a t r i c a l  exp ression  in  h e r rap e  and m u rd e r ." ^  John 
T. D aniel a lso  mentions t h i s  a sp ec t of th e  p lay t "The f i n a l  a c t  of 
th e  r i t u a l  i s  th e  sexual rape  of the  l iv in g  by the dead, a s i l e n t  
v io la t io n  of th e  f le s h  whose s p i r i t  has a lread y  been v io la te d  by the
c e a se le ss  verb iage  of p ed ag o g y ."^  Ionesco  h im se lf, i n  an in te rv ie w ,
rev ea led  th a t  e r o t ic  possession  i s  the hidden meaning of th e  p la y .^ ?  
The sexual co n n o ta tio n  of th e  stabb ing  o f th e  p u p il i s  ev id en t in  
th e  t e x t .  I n  the  s tage  d ire c tio n s  Ionesco has th e  p u p il  f a l l  in  
"une a t t i tu d e  impudique su r  une c h a ise ,"  w hile  her le g s ,  " tr£ s  
6 c a rt6 es , pendent des deux cd t6s de l a  c h a is e ."  The p ro fe sso r s tan d s
in  f ro n t  of h e r, w ith  h is  back to  the  aud ience, as he plunges h is
k n ife  in to  her body.^® The l a t e  P ro fesso r C alvin  H. Evans so 
in te rp re te d  the  sense of the  p lo t ,  using  th e  term " in te l le c tu a l  rape"
-^ A lb e rt Schulze V ellinghausen, "Eugdne Io n esco ,"  Das 
Abenteuer Ionesco : B eitrage  zum T heater von heu te  (Z urich: 7 e rlag
Hans Rudolf S ta u ffac h e r, 195877”p. 16.
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"^M artin E s s lin , The Theatre of th e  Absurd (New Tork: 
Doubleday and Company, I n c . ,  1961), p . $>5.
^ D a n ie l ,  o£. c i t . ,  p . 57.
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I o n e s c o ,  Theatre, I ,  89.
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to  c h a r a c te r iz e  i t ,  d e f in in g  th e  term  ae a means o f  ta k in g  p o a se ss io n  
o f a  p e r s o n 's  i d e n t i t y . - ^
This ra p e , th e n , s e rv e s  to  p o in t  up th e  dom ination  o f one 
p e rso n  by a n o th e r , th e  main p ro p o s i t io n  o f which M artin  E s s l in  see s  
as h in g in g  on " th e  se x u a l n a tu re  o f a l l  power and th e  r e l a t io n s h ip  
betw een language and power a s  th e  b a s is  o f  a l l  human t i e s . "  The 
p ro fe s s o r  d e r iv e s  h is  power from  h i s  r o le  as an  a r b i t r a r y  g iv e r  o f 
m eanings o f w o r d s .^  The words ta k e  on such trem endous power t h a t  
th e  s tu d e n t  i s  even k i l l e d  by th e  word " k n ife .
The m eaning, acco rd in g  to  M arianne K estin g , i s  q u i te  c l e a r :  
"E ine e n t l e e r t e ,  zum Selbstzw eck  herabgesunkene PSdagogik ' t o t e t '  
d ie  S c h u l e r . " ^  The p ro fe s s o r  has been overcome by th e  power o f 
w ordsi th e  r e p e t i t i o n  o f h is  le s s o n  " to u te  p r6 p a r£ e ’: in to x ic a te s  
him, u n le a sh in g  m urderous and e v i l  i n s t i n c t s  i n  him . The s tu d e n t ,  
a lm ost a g a in s t  h e r  w i l l ,  succumbs to  h i s  h ypno tic  powers and i s  
th en  b ro u g h t i n t o  a som nolent s t a t e  i n  which she i s  o b ed ie n t to  h is  
w ish es . The p ro fe s s o r  does a l l  t h a t  he can  to  keep h e r  i n  th e  
c o n fin e s  o f h is  e d u c a tio n a l system . Every tim e t h a t  she t r i e s  to
59^7From a sem inar le c tu re  on th e  avan t-garde drama, L ouisiana 
S ta te  U n iv e rs ity , 1963.
^ E s s l i n ,  og. c i t . , p . 96 .
6 ll b i d . ,  p . 95.
62Leonard C. Pronko, "The A n t i - s p i r i tu a l  V ictory  i n  th e  
T heater of Ionesco ,"  Modern Drama, I I ,  No. 1 (May, 1959), 32.
^Marianne K esting, Das Epische T heater: zu r s t ru k tu r  des
aoderaen dramas ( S tu t tg a r t :  "UT KoKThammer V erlag, 195$),
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a s s e r t  h e r s e l f ,  he becomes angry  and p re v e n ts  h e r .  Her mind i s  n o t 
a llow ed  to  s t r a y .  She i s  c o n tr o l le d  j u s t  as c lo s e ly  as  was C houbert 
i n  V ictim es du d e v o ir ,  when th e  d e te c t iv e  o rd e red  him to  do only  as 
d i r e c te d  and to  s to p  s t r a y in g  o f f  in to  p a th s  o f h i s  own.
Because o f t h e i r  l im i t a t i o n s — th e  p ro fe s s o r  l im i te d  to  
fo llo w in g  h is  p re p a re d  le s s o n ,  and th e  s tu d e n t  to  r e p e a t in g  i t — th e  
c h a ra c te r s  a re  in c a p a b le  o f developm ent i n  any o th e r  d i r e c t io n .  They 
do n o t t r y  to  u n d e rs tan d  one a n o th e r , n o r i s  th e r e  an i n t e r a c t io n  o f 
t h e i r  r e s p e c t iv e  b o d ie s  o f knowledge f o r  th e  sake  o f m utual e n l ig h te n ­
m ent. I t  i s  a  m a tte r  of th e  power o f one w inning o u t .  The on ly  
r e s u l t  p o s s ib le  i s  t h a t  one b e in g  ta k e s  over th e  o t h e r . ^  I t  i s  n o t 
r e a l l y  re a so n  t h a t  w ins, b u t  p a s s io n . A s o -c a l le d  le a rn e d  man becomes 
a m urderer when he i s  in to x ic a te d  by w o r d s .^  T h is h ark s  back to  
Io n e sc o 1b id e a  t h a t  id e o lo g ie s  a re  m erely  excuses to  cover up 
m urderous i n s t i n c t s . ^  The r e a l  le s s o n  from t h i s  " le sso n "  i s  a 
w arn ing : "Warnung, i n  w elche T odesgefahr uns e in  p e r fe k te s  Pseudo-
W issen h in e in f u h r t ." ^ ?
Taking p o s se s s io n  of a n o th e r ’ s i d e n t i t y  can a ls o  be a ttem p ted  
on a  c r e a t iv e  l e v e l ,  and Tonesco, as a  w r i t e r ,  i s  e s p e c ia l ly  
s e n s i t iv e  to  t h i s .  I n  an a r t i c l e  on th e  c r i s i s  i n  th e  t h e a t r e ,  he
^ D a n ie l ,  o£ . c i t . ,  p .  59*
61?
^Strem , o£. c i t . , p . l S l .
^ Io n e s c o ,  Notes e t  c o n tre -n o te s , p . 138.
67'Schulze Vellinghausen, o£. c i t . ,  p. 17.
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w rite s  of what he c a l l s  th e  "d irig ism e  d o c tr in a ire "  of which th e  
au tho r must beware.^® In  h is  sh o r t  fa rc e  L1 Impromptu de l'A lm a he 
i s  concerned w ith  ju s t  th i s  i s s u e .  Here he d e p ic ts  h im self as 
s tru g g lin g  a g a in s t  the "d irig ism e  d o c tr in a ire "  of th re e  of h is  c r i t i c s  
who would impose a system upon h is  a r t i s t i c  o u tp u t. Ionesco has 
w r i t te n  th a t  h is  p lays o r ig in a te  from a mood or an im pulse, n o t from 
an ideology or a p r o g r a m m e . ^9 As p o in ted  ou t by Richard M. Eastman, 
th e  main is su e  h ere  i s  one of "sou l versu s rea so n , in n e r  n e c e ss ity  
versus lo g ic  o f c o n s t r u c t io n ." ^  Io n e sc o 's  id ea  th a t  t ru e  a r t  must 
be unplanned and im prov isa to ry  i s  brought o u t, n o t only i n  th e  p lay  
i t s e l f ,  b u t a ls o  in  the t i t l e  by th e  use of the  word "impromptu."
To him, a r t i s t i c  c re a tio n  must n o t be planned; i t  must n o t have the  
s t r a ig h t  ja c k e t  o f form imposed on i t ,  nor should i t  adhere to  any 
ideo logy . What i s  most im portan t i s  th a t  th e  im ag in a tio n  be given 
f re e  r e in .
L1 Impromptu de l'A lm a begins as Ionesco I s  in  h is  s tu d y , 
s le e p in g , w ith  h is  b a l l  p o in t pen in  h is  hand. Before him appears 
a man d ressed  in  the  robe of a d o c to r. This man i s  Bartholcnrfus I ,  
and he wakes Ionesco  and asks him i f  h is  new p lay  i s  ready . Ionesco  
says th a t  I t  i s  n o t y e t  ready—a t  l e a s t  no t com pletely—and th a t  he 
can no t l e t  anyone read i t  in  th e  s ta te  in  which i t  i s  in .
68w Io n esco , Notes e t  c o n tre -n o te s , p . 207.
^ Io n e s c o ,  P lays, t r a n s .  Donald Watson (London: John C alder,
1958), I ,  v i i i .
^ R ic h a rd  M. Eastman, "Experiment and V ision i n  Io n e sc o 's  
P la y s ,"  Modem Drama, IV (May, 1961), 9 .
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Bartholomews I  s t a te s  h is  purpose f o r  th e  v i s i t :  A th e a tre  has pu t 
him in  charge of th e  mise en sclwe of th is  new p lay , "se lon  lee  
p r in c ip e s  le s  p lu s modernes, ceux d ’un thft&tre digne de l 'f t r e  u l t r a -  
s c ie n t if iq u e  e t ,  a l a  f o i s ,  u l tra p o p u la ire , que nous v ivons ."71 Of 
course th e re  must be only fo u r o r f iv e  a c to r s ,  and decors which a re  
no t too  expensive.
B artholon6us I  wants to  know the t i t l e  and the su b je c t of th e
p la y . Ionesco says th a t  he can never go over h is  p lay s in  such a
manner, and he ex p la in s  h is  way of composing:
Tout e s t  dans le s  r tp l iq u e s ,  dans l e  je u , dans le s  images 
sc ln iq u e s , c 'e s t  t r e s  v is u e l ,  comma to u jo u rs . . . .  C 'e s t  une 
image, une prami&re r ip l iq u e ,  qu i dAclenche to u jo u re , chez 
moi, l e  m6canisme de l a  c re a tio n , e n s u ite , j e  me la i s s e  
p o r te r  par mes propres personnages, j e  ne s a ls  jam ais ou 
j e  v a is  exactem ent. . . .  Toute p i ic e  e s t ,  pour moi, une 
av en tu re , une ch asse , une d icouverte  d 'un  u n ivers qui se 
r i v i l e  a moi-mime, de l a  presence duquel j e  su is  l e  prem ier 
k 8t r e  6to n n i.
Bartholomews I  t e l l s  him th a t  he has a lready  read  a r t i c l e s  in  which 
Ionesco  w rite s  o f h is  "mficanisme crdateur*' and th a t ,  w hile  he does 
no t l ik e  the word " c r ia te u r ,"  he does l ik e  th e  word "mficanisme."
B ight away we see th e  d if fe re n c e  between the  two men—one in  favor 
o f c re a t io n , and the  o th e r  in  fav o r o f m echanization. Bartholoraius I  
looks upon th e  process o f w ritin g  from the s c i e n t i f i c  view point 
r a th e r  than from th e  a r t i s t i c  one.
When Ionesco says th a t  he i s  c a l lin g  h is  new p lay  "une fa rc e  
t r a g iq u e ," he i s  to ld  th a t  th i s  i s  s c i e n t i f i c a l ly  v a l id .  Ionesco
^ Io n e s c o , ThfeStre, I I ,  12.
72Ib id . ,  p. 13.
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t e l l s  him th a t  th e  play# which i s  c a lle d  Le Cam6l 6on du b e rg e r , i s  
a c tu a l ly  only a  p o in t of d ep artu re  in  which he w i l l  expound h is  
id e a s .  Bartholomfeus I  i s  in d ig n an t over th is#  and he t e l l s  Ionesco  
th a t  " n 'i t a n t  pas docteur# vous n 'avez  pas l e  d ro i t  d 'a v o ir  dee 
id ie s ."73 Ionesco i s  a ls o  to ld  th a t  h is  experiences have no value# 
" n 'i t a n t  pas s c ie n t i f iq u e s ,"  and th a t  h is  b e l i e f s  a re  only p ro v iso ry , 
th a t  th e  c r i t i c s  w i l l  r e c t i f y  them fo r  h im .7^ Ionesco says th a t  i n  
th is  p lay  he w i l l  speak of th e  th e a tr e ,  dram atic  c r i t ic i s m , aixi th e  
p u b lic . He i s  inform ed th a t  he i s  no t enough of a s o c io lo g is t  fo r  
th a t .  When Ionesco says th a t  he w i l l  expose h is  own p o in ts  o f view, 
Bartholondus I ,  i n  a grand g e s tu re , says, "Des p a in ts  de vue sans 
in strum en t d 'o p t iq u e l" 7-* Even so , he asks Ionesco to  read  him what 
he has w r i t te n :  "Je  vous fecoute. Je  su is  i c i  pour vous ju g e r. Et
r e c t i f i e r . " 7^
While Ionesco  i s  read ing  h is  t e x t ,  a second Bartholom6u s, 
who i s  a  f r ie n d  of the  f i r s t ,  e n te rs j  then  a th i r d  BartholomAus— 
a l l  th re e  of them in  d o c to r 's  robes . The th re e  Bartholam6u s d isp u te  
among them selves, using  much lo g ic  and much c o n tra d ic tio n , a l l  
r e s u l t in g  in  confusion . Then they g e t back to  th e  su b je c t a t  hand: 
Ionesco . Bartholorafius I I  says to  MartholonUms I :  "Les au teu rs  ne 
so n t pas l a  pour p enser. I l s  son t 1& pour f ic rire  ce qu 'on  le u r
73I b id . ,  p . U4.
7^ Ib id . ,  p . 15.
7^ Ib ld .
76I b id .
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demands."*̂ 7 The th re e  BartholomAus again  become involved in  a
c o n tra d ic to ry  d isc u ss io n , which ends as fo llo w s: "Pour rAsumer:
l e  faux v r a i ,  c 'e s t  le  v r a i  faux , ou l e  v ra i  v r a i , c 'e s t  l e  faux
fau x ."  When Ionesco t r i e s  to  t e l l  them what he th in k s  about the
s u b je c t ,  BartholomAus r e p l i e s ,  "Quel in s o le n t l  I I  pense. . , ." 78
When Ionesco  speaks o f p o e try , they  t e l l  him: "S ile n c e 1 Pas de
poAsie. La poAsie e s t  contre notre scienceI"7  ̂ They d iscuss him
among them selves, deciding that "son e sp r it  n 'a pas AtA
finconvenablement d irig A ."  Ihey t e l l  him, in  a manner rem in iscen t 
o f th e  d e te c tiv e  i n  Yictim es du devo ir t e l l in g  Choubert th a t  i t  was 
necessary  to  f i l l  the  gaps o f h is  memory, th a t  h is  mind has been 
deformed and th a t  " i l  f a u t  l e  r e d re s s e r ."  This i s  what they  in te n d  
to  do, b u t according to  t h e i r  own id e a s .
They go about t h i s ,  w ith  much d o u b le - ta lk , u n t i l  they  g e t 
Ionesco  t o t a l l y  confused. They make him admit h is  p a s t " e r ro r s ."
He t r i e s  to  p r o te s t ,  b u t can g e t nowhere w ith  them. He f in a l ly  
g ives up and agrees w ith  them, even though they  are not c o n s is te n t  
among them selves, and he c e r ta in ly  can no t always fo llow  th e i r  
reaso n in g . Here th e  s im ila r i ty  w ith La Legon i s  q u ite  n o tic e a b le — 
Ionesco , o f cou rse , being th e  s tu d e n t, and the th re e  c r i t i c s -  
d re sse d -a s -d o c to rs  tak in g  the  p a r t  o f th e  p ro fe s so r . They t e l l  him
77I b ld . ,  p . 20.
76Ib id .
79Ibld. ,  p. 21*.
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t h a t  th ey  K i l l  te a c h  him how to  w r i t e .  They even t r y  t o  t e l l  him how 
to  be Io n e sc o t
BartholomAus I I * Ne vous i d e n t i f i e z  pas a  vous-aAme. Vous
avez to o jo u rs  eu  l e  t o r t  d 'A tre  vous-mAme.
Io n esco t Qui p o u r r a i s - j e  A tre  d 'a u t r e ?
BartholomAus I I :  E L stan cez-v o u s.
Io n e sc o , b r a i l l a n t  p re sq u e : Mais comment f a i r e ?
BartholomAus I I I :  C 'e s t  t o u t  k f a i t  s im p le . . . .
BartholomAus I :  O bservez-vous, to u t  en jo u a n t .  . . .  Soyez Io n esco
en n 'A ta n t  p lu s  Io nesco l® !
A f te r  t h i s ,  th e y  p u t him th rough  s e v e ra l  p a c e s , making him march
backward and fo rw ard , a l l  th e  w h ile  dan c in g , s in g in g , sp e a k in g , and
w r i t in g .  I n  th e  end th e y  red u ce  him to  som ething resem b lin g  a ja c k a s s i
BartholomAus I ,  a  Io n e sc o : M ain tenan t . . .  dansez . . .
BartholomAus I I :  . . .  chan tez  . . .  p a r le z  . . .
Io n esco  gambade su r  p la c e  e t  b r a i t : Hi . . .  haan . . .  h i  . . .  haan . . .
h i  . . .  haan  . . .
BartholomAus I :  E c r iv e z l
Io n e sc o : Hi . . .  haan . . .
BartholomAus I I I :  E c riv e z  p lu s  fo r t1 1
Io n esco : Hi . . .  haan . . .
BartholomAus I I :  E t savam m ent'.I
Io n e sc o , m odulant ses  b ra im e n ts ; Hi . . .  haan  . . .  h i  . . .  haan . . .
BartholomAus I ,  BartholomAus I I ,  BartholomAus I I I ,  ensem ble:
E c r iv e z l A c riv e z ll A c riv e z lU  e c r iv e z l  iTI
^Ionesco, IhAAtre, I I , 1*9.
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Io n e sc o t Hi . . .  haan . . .  h i  . . .  haan . . .  h i  . . .  haan . . .
BartholomAus I ,  BartholomAus I I ,  BartholomAus I I I ,  Io n esco , 
ensem ble: Mil haan I H il haan  I Hi I haanl®*
T his scene i s  q u i te  s im i la r  to  th e  ending  o f  V ictim es du 
d e v o ir , when C houbert was red u ced  to  th e  s t a t e  o f a b lu b b e r in g  c h i ld  
by a l l  th e  p eo p le  around him who w ere t r y in g  to  b r in g  him up as  th ey  
w anted . Here, o f  c o u rse , i t  i s  n o t so much a  m a tte r  o f  s o c ia l  
co n d u c t, as  i t  i s  o f  c o n t r o l l in g  o n e 's  m ind. But s in c e  L1Impromptu 
de l 'A lm a  i s  a  comedy, f o r tu n a te ly  th e re  i s  a k in d  o f  deus ex machine 
ending  to  re sc u e  Io n e sc o  from  h is  p red icam en t. I o n e s c o 's  m aid, M arie, 
pushes o u t a l l  th re e  o f th e  BartholomAus w ith  h e r broom.
Now Io n e sc o , once a l l  th e  c o n fu s io n  has been  c le a re d  u p , 
b eg in s  to  g iv e  h i s  th e o r ie s  ab o u t th e  a u th o r 's  freedom . A t f i r s t ,  
he i s  m oderate and g iv es  a d v ice  s e r io u s ly ,  b u t  th e n  he becomes 
in to x ic a te d  by w hat he i s  s a y in g , and, j u s t  l i k e  th e  p ro fe s s o r  i n  
La Leeon, he becomes dogm atic. But th e  s e n s ib le  M arie, i n  a  manner 
r e m in is c e n t o f  th e  m aids i n  M o lie re 's  p la y s ,  p u ts  an academic ro b e  
on him . He i s  to ld  t h a t  even though he does n o t l i k e  to  be g iven  
le s s o n s ,  he w ants to  g ive  them to  o th e r s .  He adm its t h i s  and 
a p o lo g iz e s , say in g  t h a t  he w i l l  be c a r e f u l  n o t to  do so  a g a in .
S i ,  Io n esco  shows t h a t  he i s  aware o f t h i s  danger even i n  
h im se lf .  M artin  E s s l in ,  among o th e r s ,  has p o in te d  o u t th e  f a c t  t h a t  
sometim es Io n e s c o 's  c r i t i c a l  and p o le m ic a l s id e  s p i l l s  over i n t o  h is  
c r e a t iv e  work, th e reb y  u su rp in g  th e  p la c e  of i n s p i r a t i o n  as  a m otive
fl2rb id ., p. 51.
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f o r  h i s  w r i t i n g . * * 3  j n  an in te rv ie w  Io n esco  re v e a le d  th a t  he does 
in d eed  have t h i s  ten d en cy , and he added, "Ma v ie  e s t  une l u t t e  
p e rp A tu e lle  c o n tre  ce p A ril."® ^  S t i l l ,  t h i s  i s  d i f f i c u l t  to  av o id  
f o r  any c o n t r o v e r s ia l  w r i t e r ,  and e s p e c ia l ly  one who has been  th e  
s u b je c t  o f as  much c o n tro v e rsy  as Io n esco  has been . His d isd a in s  
ta k in g  s id e s  and com m itting h im se lf  to  any p o l i t i c a l  p a r ty .  Y et, 
he can  n o t av o id  com bats, and he has had to  ta k e  up h is  pen  to  ex p ress  
h is  own id e a s  and to  answer h is  c r i t i c s .  So, i n  s p i t e  o f  h im se lf ,  he 
f in d s  h im se lf  becoming a champion of th e  l i b e r t y  o f th e  w r i t e r .  This 
i s  what Pierre-A im fi Touchard se e s  as  Io n e s c o 's  second s ta g e  i n  h is  
e v o lu tio n  as  a w riter.® -* B ut, fu n d am en ta lly , Io n esco  does n o t 
b e l ie v e  in  any system , and he ta k e s  a  s tan d  a g a in s t  p la y w rig h ts  who 
th in k  t h a t  th e y  can  reform  th e  w o rld . He i s  h o s t i l e  to  any id eo lo g y  
w hich co u ld  d evelop  in to  a  fo rc e  o f oppression.® ®
He se e s  id e o lo g ie s  as an o th e r  fo rc e  e x e r t in g  c o n tro l  over 
th e  in d iv id u a l ,  f o r  they  c a n a liz e  o n e 's  p a s s io n s  and b l in d  o n e 's  
u n d ers tan d in g .® ? Io n esco  ex p la in s  w hat he means by id e o lo g y : 
" J 'e n te n d s  p a r  id e o lo g ic  un system s de pens&es farm 6, un system s
8 3•^Martin E s s lin , "Ionesco and the  C rea tiv e  Dilemma," Tulane 
Drama Review, VII (Spring , 1963)* 178.
®^Gabriel d'Aubar&de, "Une heure avec Io n esco ,"  Les Nouvelles 
L it tA ra ire s , March 8 , 1962, p . 7.
®^Pierre-Aim6 Touchard, " L 'I t in f t r a i r e  d 'EugSne Io n e sc o ,"
La Revue de P a r i s ,  LXVII (Ju ly , I960 ), 98-99.
®®Wallace Fow lie, "New Plays of Ionesco and G enet,"  Tulane 
Drama Review, V (September, I9 6 0 ), 98-99.
®^Ionesco, Notes e t contre-notes, pp. 181*, 223.
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de slogans m idiocres ou s u p ir ie u r s ,  hors de to u te  v ie ,  qu ’ i l  ne 
p a rv ie n t p lu s  i  i n t i g r e r  mais qui con tinue de v o u lo ir  e 'im poser 
comme s ' i l  A ta it  exp ression  mime de la  vie."®® He goes on to  warn 
o f what lu rk s  beneath  them: "Les id e o lo g ie s  qui o f f r e n t  dee
so lu tio n s  to u te s  f a i t e s  . . .  so n t le s  a l i b i s  p ro v iso ire s  des p a r t i s  
parvenus au p o u v o ir ."8^ But th e  w orst danger o f a l l  i s  th a t  
id eo lo g ie s  become i d o l a t r i e s . ^
The gu igno lesque scene a t  th e  beg inn ing  o f Act I I I  o f Tueur 
sans gages i s  a  com ic, b u t  a t  th e  same tim e f r ig h te n in g ,  example of 
p eo p le  en  masse g iv in g  up t h a t  p a r t  o f t h e i r  i d e n t i t y  t h a t  Io n esco  
h o ld s  so  d e a r—freedom  o f  tho u g h t— to  fo llo w  p o p u la r id e o lo g ie s .
Here thqy a re  le d  by a p o l i t i c a l  le a d e r c a l le d  " la  mire P ipe11 and 
her geese (perhaps an a llu s io n  to  th e  goose-stepp ing  of th e  N ational 
S o c ia l i s t  army during th e  H i t le r  regim e) in  a kind of Ubuesque pep 
r a l l y .  The crowd waves f la g s  and c r ie s  o u t; "Vive l a  m ire Pipet 
Vive l e s  o ie s  de l a  m ire Pipe I" Mother Pipe h e r s e l f  t e l l s  th e  people 
th a t  they have been m y s tif ie d  and th a t  now th ey  a re  going to  be 
d em y stified : " J 'a i  AlevA pour vous to u t  un troupeau de
d im y s tif ic a te u rs . I l s  vous d im y s tif ie ro n t. Mais i l  f a u t  m y s t if ie r  
pour d im y s tif ie r .  I I  nous f a u t  une m y s tif ic a tio n  n o u v e lle ."  The 
crowd ch ee rs : "Vive l a  m y s tif ic a tio n  des d fim y stifica teu rs l . . .
88I b l d . ,  p . 81.
89I b i d . ,  p . 71. 
9 ° Ib id .f p . 181.
lo ll
Vive l a  nouvelle  t e s t i f i c a t i o n ! " ^
Mother Pipe g ives the  crowd her p la tfo rm :
Je  vous p ro u ets  de to u t  changer* Pour to u t  changer i l  ne 
f a u t  r ie n  changer. . . .  Nous p e rfec tio n n ero n s l e  meneonge.
Nous a llo n s  dfesalifener 1 'humanityI . . .  pour dfesalifener 
1 ' humanity i l  f a u t  a lig n e r  chaque honune en p a r t i c u l i e r .  . . .
Nous n 'a x p lo ite ro n s  pas le s  honwes, nous le s  fe rons p ro d u ire .
Le t r a v a i l  o b l ig a to ire  a 'a p p e l le r a  t r a v a i l  v o lo n ta ire .  La 
guerre  s 'a p p e l la r a  l a  p a ix  e t  to u t  s e ra  changfe, g r ic e  a  moi 
e t  a mes o ie s .  . . .  La ty ran n ic  restaurfee a 'a p p e l le r a  
d is c ip l in e  e t  l ib e r tfe . Le m alheur de tous l e s  hcmmes c 'e s t  
l e  bonheur de 1 ' human!tfel?2
The crowd answers: "Vive l a  mfere PipeI Vive le s  o ie s I  Vive le s
o ie s I"  She goes on:
Eh d fen y s tifian t l e s  t e s t i f i c a t i o n s  depuis longtemps 
dfemystififees, l e s  i n te l l e c tu e l s  nous fo u tro n t  l a  p a ix . . . .
I I s  se ro n t n i a i s ,  done i n te l l i g e n t s .  I l s  s e ro n t courageux, 
e 'e s t - a - d i r e  la c h e s j lu c id e s , e 'e s t - i - d i r e  aveug les.93
The crowd again  answers: "Vive l a  mfere PipeI Vive le s  o ie s  de l a
mfere PipeI E lle  change to u t ,  ne change pas* change to u t ,  ne change 
p asl"^*  La mere Pipe ex p la in s  how th e  in t e l l e c tu a l s  w i l l  be p u t to  
work fo r  th e  s t a te :
Quant aux in te l l e c t u e l s .  . . .  Nous le s  m ettrons au pas de 
l 'o i e l  . . .  S i l 'id fe o lo g ie  ne c o l ie  pas avec l a  rfealitfe, nous 
prcuverons q u 'e l le  c o l ie  e t  ce s e ra  p a r f a l t .  Les bons 
i n te l l e c tu e l s  nous ap p u ie ro n t. Contre l e s  vieux mythes i l s  
vous fe ro n t  des an tim y thes. Nous rem placerons le s  mythes . . .  
par des slogans! E t p a r le s  n ouve lles  idfees recuesl95
^ Io n e s c o , Thfe&tre, I I ,  138. 
?2I b i d . ,  p . 138 .
93I b i d . ,  p . 1 l a .
9i* Ib id ., p . 12*0 .
^ I b i d . ,  p . U £ .
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Even though th e  m a jo r i ty  o f th o se  p re s e n t  a re  p a r t  o f  th e  
c h e e re r s ,  th e re  i s  a t  l e a s t  one man who does n o t sh a re  M other P ip e 's  
o p in io n s  and id e a s .  This man (who, however, i s  in to x ic a te d )  sa y s ,
"Je  s u is  pour l a  r e h a b i l i t a t i o n  du h 6 ro e ."  When he i s  asked w hat he 
means by h e ro , he answ ers: "H6ros? C 'e s t  c e lu i  qu i ose p en se r
c o n tre  l 'h i e t o i r e  e t  q u i s '6 ld v e  c o n tre  son tem ps. . . .  Le h6ros 
combat son  tem ps, i l  c r6 e  un a u t r e  tem ps. When he speaks o u t f o r  
th e  advancement o f  th e  human m ind, he in c u rs  th e  w ra th  o f Mother 
P ip e , who c a l l s  him "Ennemi de I 'h i s t o i r e l "  The man now becomes 
b o ld e r ,  say in g , " Je  ne pense pas comae to u t  l e  mondel J e  v a ie  l e  
l e u r  d i r e  I "97 He i s  ca u tio n e d  by Edouard, th e  f r ie n d  o f B 6renger:
"N 'y a l l e a  p a s . P en ser c o n tre  son  temps c ' e s t  de l 'h d ro is m e . Mais 
l e  d i r e ,  c 'e s t  de l a  f o l i e .  Le sag e  se  t a i t . ”^® N e v e rth e le ss , he 
goes up to  argue w ith  Mother P ip e , who say s  t h a t  th ey  w i l l  d is c u s s  
th e  whole m a tte r  over " f r e e ly ."  But t h i s  ou tspoken in d iv id u a l  i s  no 
m atch f o r  La m ire P ip e ’s  g eese , who come to  h e r  a id .  I n  th e  end, 
th e  poor man i s  b e a te n  by th e  mob, and l a  mfere Pipe emerges 
v ic to r io u s ,  say in g , "Mes o ie s  l ' o n t  l i q u i d ^ ." 99
Dius Io n esco  v iv id ly  shows how f a r  id eo lo g y  can  go i n  c ru sh in g  
th e  in d iv id u a l .  The in to x ic a te d  man, o f  co u rse , has been so Im prudent 
ae to  ex p ress  openly h is  own o p in ions and even to  f i g h t  f o r  them.
96I b l d . ,  p . l i i l .
97I b l d . ,  p . 11*5.
98I b id .
" i b i d . ,  p . 11*6.
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Another Ionesco c h a ra c te r  who has opin ions of h is  cam i s  Jacques in  
Jacques, ou l a  soum ission. However, i n  t h i s  p lay , as one may d iv in e  
fro n  th e  s u b t i t l e ,  the  c h a ra c te r  subm its. He i s  fo rce d  to  make what 
i s  i n  r e a l i t y  a very  t r i v i a l  adm ission, b u t one which i s  n e v e rth e le ss  
req u ired  o f him to  be fu l ly  accepted  by the group of which he i s  a 
member.
The p lay  beg ins w ith  a " tab leau  s i le n c ie u x ,"  perhaps o f th e  
type recommended by D idero t fo r  th e  "drame b o u rg eo is ."  The main 
is su e  i s  no t im m ediately e v id e n t. Jacq u es ' mother i s  weeping, 
accusing h e r  son o f u n g ra te fu ln e ss . She exclaim s th a t  he no longer 
loves h is  p a re n ts , h is  s i s t e r ,  h is  g ran d p aren ts . She has h e r 
daugh ter, Ja c q u e lin e , suppo rt he r p o in t of view . Ja c q u e lin e , being 
ano ther member o f th e  bourgeois c la n , n a tu ra lly  ag re es . His mother 
con tinues h e r  rem onstrances, recoun ting  a l l  th e  th in g s  she d id  fo r  
him w hile b rin g in g  him up. This long l i s t  i s  recoun ted  in  absurd 
term s, i n  which th e  avan t-garde th e a tre  abounds, b u t beneath  th i s  
l i s t  one has th e  im pression  of the  many ty p ic a l  a c tio n s  a mother 
perform s f o r  her c h ild  as he grows from childhood to  manhood, a l l  
o f  which a re  c a lc u la te d  to  endear Mm and q b lig e  him to  h is  fam ily . 
She can f i n a l ly  say no more. She c a l l s  him "un mononstre" and then  
has the  nex t member of the  c la n  take  over.
This tim e i t  i s  grandmother Jacques. She ram bles a long , in  
her oc togenaric  way, b u t says nothing which r e a l ly  touches upon th e  
su b je c t .  Then i t  i s  g ran d fa th er Jacques ' tu rn , b u t s in c e  he i s  too 
old to  speak, he s in g s . A ll to  no a v a i l .  Jacques i s  s t i l l  
o b s tin a te ly  s i l e n t .  His s i s t e r  e n te rs  again , c a l l in g  him "un
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v i le n a in ," because he makes h is  mother cry  and makes h is  grand­
p a re n ts  b lu sh  w ith  shame. She says th a t  even though she loves him 
g re a t ly ,  she d e te s ts  him. She says th a t  he i s  no t w e ll brought up.
Jacques p&re renounces him, saying th a t  he i s  no t worthy of 
h is  ra c e . He makes i t  seem as i f  th e re  i s  something fundam entally 
wrong w ith  Jacques, even though he came of good s to c k . He can no t 
understand why someone w ith  such a good upbring ing , "dans une fam ille  
de v 6 r i ta b le s  sangsues, de t o r p i l l e s  a u th e n tiq u e s ,"  tu rn s out to  be 
so unworthy. ^ 0  There now fo llow s a d isp u te  between the  two p a ren ts  
about whose f a u l t  i t  was. F in a lly  Jacques p e re  beg ins to  le a v e , 
c a l l in g  Jacques " f i l s  de p o re ,"  even though he knows th a t  he i s  
in s u l t in g  h im self by saying t h i s .  Jacq u e lin e  wonders how Jacques 
can stand  such an i n s u l t .  His m other, now employing a sugary tone of 
v o ice , t r i e s  to  g e t him to  speak , bu t Jacques o b s tin a te ly  remains 
s i l e n t .  She goes ou t c ry in g , b u t f i r s t ,  i n  a b ig  dram atic  o u tb u rs t, 
she h u r ls  th is  s ta tem en t a t  him: "On p a r le ra  de t o i  dans le s
j  ournaux, actographeI
Mother and daughter spy on Jacques from th e  door to  see what 
the  e f f e c t  o f a l l  th is  fam ily  d isapproval w i l l  be, w hile  Jacques 
wonders wly a l l  t h i s  m atte rs  so much to  them. Jacq u e lin e  re tu rn s ,  
and they have a b r o th e r ly - s i s te r ly  c h a t . She t e l l s  him th a t  he i s  
chronomfitrable (perhaps meaning th a t  he i s  su b je c t to  th e  a c tio n  of 
tim e), something which he f in d s  f r i g h t f u l .  He i s  now very d is tu rb ed ,
0̂<̂ ronesco, Thfeatre, I ,  100.
1Q1Ib ld ., p . 102.
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and he has a mighty s tru g g le  w ith  h is  conscience : " C 'e s t  d u r, mais
c 'e s t  le  je u  de l a  r e g ie ."  F in a lly , h is  r e s is ta n c e  a t  an end, he 
says a loud , "Eh b ie n  ou i, o u i, na, j 'a d o re  l e s  poranes de t e r r e  au 
la rd  I
Im m ediately h is  whole fam ily , which has been w aiting  only fo r  
t h a t ,  comes ru sh in g  i n .  There i s  a touching  r e c o n c i l ia t io n  as they  
embrace him warmly. Jacques i s  unmoved by th e i r  d isp la y  of fam ily  
a f f e c t io n . He m erely says, w ith o u t co n v ic tio n , th a t  he does indeed 
l ik e  p o ta to es  w ith  bacon. His m other, however, does no t ca re  whether 
th is  i s  s a id  w ith  c o n v ic tio n  or n o t. She i s  happy th a t  he conforms, 
a t  l e a s t  on th e  su rfa c e . She asks Jacques to  re p e a t the  a ll- im p o r ta n t 
words, which he does l ik e  an autom aton. His f a th e r  i s  to ld  th e  happy 
news, and he exp resses h is  s a t i s f a c t io n  to  Jacques, adding, "Je te  
r t in t e g r e  a t a  r a c e . A l a  t r a d i t io n .  Au lardem ent. A to u t .  . . .
Je  v a is  t e  r6cup6rer au b6n6fice de nos oeuvres f a m ilia le s  e t  
n a tio n a le s ."  But t h i s  i s  only a beg inn ing , fo r  now " i l  faud ra  
encore q u ' i l  c ro ie  aux a sp ira t io n s  r 6 g i o n a l e s . * ^ 3  50, one th ing  
lead s  to  an o th e r. What s t a r t s  i n  th e  fam ily  continues o u ts id e  the 
fam ily . Jacques can no t escape conform ity.
This i s  th e  end of th e  f i r s t  episode of Jacques, ou l a  
soumiSBion. ^ k  Here one sees how a youth t r i e s  to  w ith stan d  a l l  th e  
vehemence p i le d  on him in  order to  fo rc e  him to  e n te r  th e  "Qrdre
102I b id . ,  p . 101:.
103I b i d . ,  p . 105.
10^ fce  second episode of t h i s  p lay has been d iscu ssed  in  
Chapter I ,  pp. 16-23.
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C lassique" o f bourgeois t r a d i t io n .  The p re c ise  o b jec t o£ h is  re v o l t  
does n o t m a tte r , o r r a th e r  i s  no t th e  q u es tio n  h e r e .  ^ 5  I n  f a c t ,  i t  
would seem th a t  Ionesco  has chosen a hollow is s u e  so th a t  th e  
sp e c ta to r  can apply i t  by analogy to  any o th e r . Another advantage 
of using an is su e  w ithou t r e a l  co n ten t i s  th a t  i t  lead s th e  sp e c ta to r  
to  focus h is  a t te n t io n  n o t on the  is s u e  i t s e l f ,  bu t on th e  c h a ra c te r s 1 
psycho log ica l re a c tio n  to  i t . ^ *  "What i s  im portant i s  the  way they 
t r y  to  b rin g  him round. They employ psycho log ica l w arfare  u n t i l  
they  f in a l ly  b ring  about what Ionesco c a l l s  an "aveu f o r c 6 ." ^ ?
The p a r t i c u la r  is s u e , th e re fo re , i s  unim portant; i t s  
im portance l i e s  i n  what i t  stands fo r :  ''an  acceptance of so c ie ty
1 aH
and a l l  th a t  i t  imposes upon u s ." J-w  Jacques has been brow -beaten 
in to  subm ission by the  p ressu re  of p u b lic  op iiuon . His s tru g g le  i s  
f u t i l e ,  and in  the  end he accep ts a l l  "the  p a rap h ern a lia  o f th e  mass 
man.11̂ ^  But t h i s  i s  only p a r t  of th e  subm ission. I t  i s  n o t only 
to  th e  fam ily  v iew point and to  g e tt in g  m arried  and fo llow ing  in  the  
t r a d i t io n  of th e  o ther bourgeo is; i t  i s  a lso  a su rrender o f h is  
power to  t h i n k . T h e  o th e rs  a re  no t in te r e s te d  in  hearing  him say
^ \J a c q u e s  Lemarchand, "S pectac les Io n esco ,"  La Nouvelle 
Nouvelle Revue F rangaise , No. 36 (December, 1955), 1131.
lO^Eastman, c i t . ,  p . 8.
^ ^ Io n e sc o , Notes e t  c o n tre -n o te s , p . 207.
loft
Pronko, o£. c i t . ,  p . 33.
■ ^S trem , og. c i t . ,  p . 152.
^■^Juan Querrero Zamora, H is to r ia  d e l te a tr o  contempor&neo 
(B arcelona: Juan F lo rs , 1961), i i ,  266.
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anyth ing  uh lch  i s  spontaneous or t r u e ,  o r anything th a t  cones from 
h is  uniqueness as a human be ing . They p re fe r  to  hear th e  "average 
re sp o n se ,"  the  "aveu fo rc 6 ,"  which shows a b d ic a tio n  of o n e 's  own 
id ea s  to  those  of th e  m a jo r ity . I m p lic i t  i n  th i s  i s  the  "subm ission 
of a su p e rio r consciousness to  an i n f e r io r  p a tte rn  of l i f e . " ^ -
Conformity i s  th e re fo re  ano ther means by which a person  gives
up p a r t  of h is  id e n t i ty .  Ionesco w rite s  o f th e  a l ie n a t io n  of the
confo rm ist: " C 'e s t  prfecis&nent le  co n fo rm iste , le  p e ti t-b o u rg e o is ,
1* ideologue de n 'im p o rte  q u e lle  ' s o c id W  qui e s t  perdu e t  
112ddshum anisd." An extreme case  of such dehum anization in  Io n esco 's
th e a tre  i s  seen  in  R hinoceros, i n  which he exp resses on an a l le g o r ic a l  
l e v e l  the  g iv ing  up of o n e 's  human c h a r a c te r i s t i c s  to  take  on those  
o f a d u l l ,  un th ink ing  c re a tu re . Ionesco  has always shown h im se lf  to  
be h o s t i le  to  any form of a l ie n a t io n  which s o c ia l  l i f e  in v o lv e s . In  
t h i s  p lay  he condemns th e  t o t a l i t a r i a n  s t a t e ,  which he sees as the  
most p e r ilo u s  and a l ie n a t in g  menace f o r  man.^*3 I n  th e  t o t a l i t a r i a n  
s t a te  th e  in d iv id u a l g ives up h is  f r e e  th in k in g  and supports th e  
d o c tr in e  of th e  m asses.
Rhinocfiros, as most c r i t i c s  have rem arked, i s  of a g re a t 
s im p lic i ty .  Ionesco  has symbolized in  the  rh in o c e ro s , according to  
Pierre-Aimfe Touchard, " c e tte  humanity m outonniere e t  lach e  qui nous
AnonymousJ, "The A n ti-T heatre  o f Io n esco ,"  The Times 
(London), March 20, 1957, p . 5 .
112Ionesco , Notes e t  c o n tre -n o te s , p . 7U.
^ P ie r r e -A im d  Touchard, "Un nouveau f a b u l i s te ,"  C ahiers 
R enaud-B arrault, No. 29 (February, I960), 9 .
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entoure  e t  dont l a  peur v o u d ra it nous co n tra ln d re  & nous p l i e r  consne 
e l l e  l 'a s s e rv is s e m e n t, c e t te  human!t6 des Apoques t o t a l ! t a t r e s  oii 
se u l compte l e  nombre, ou le  c o l l e c t i f  4crase  l ' i n d iT i d u e l . " ^ *
This symbol Ionesco  p rese rv es  throughout th e  p la y , as he shows how 
men lo se  t h e i r  freedom of w i l l  and th e i r  in d iv id u a li ty  i n  o rder to  
fo llo w  th e  crowd* They l e t  them selves be c a s t  in to  th e  common mold., 
a l l  happy to  have the  same appearance, th e  same d e s i r e s ,  and th e  
same thoughts as th e  nex t person .
In  h is  in tro d u c tio n  to  the  American s tu d e n t e d i t io n  o f th is  
p la y , Ionesco  In d ic a te s  what was perhaps the  p o in t of d ep a rtu re  fo r  
R hinoceros: In  1936 the  w r i te r  and p h ilo sopher Denis de Rougement,
who was i n  Germany, was p re se n t a t  a  N ational S o c ia l i s t  p o l i t i c a l  
dem onstra tion . U. de Rougemont d escribed  th e  h y s te r ia  which overcame 
th e  crowd and admits th a t  even he f e l t  e l e c t r i f i e d  by th e  
em otionalism  surrounding him. But he managed to  keep h is  lu c id i ty ,  
and th en  he f e l t  th a t  he was th e  only one in  the  crowd who r e s i s te d  
what he c a l le d  t h i s  "orage c o l l e c t i f . "  From th is  experience he knew 
what "H orreur Sacr4e" meant. What was the  r e a l  reason  f o r  h is  
re s is ta n c e ?  In  Io n esco 's  words i t  i s  t h i s :  "A ce m om ent-li ce
n 'A ta i t  pas sa  pens6e qui r 6 s i s t a i t ,  ce n '6 t a i t  pas des arguments 
qui l u i  v en a ien t a 1 'e s p r i t  mais c '6 t a i t  to u t  son S tre , to u t  ce 
q u ' i l  A ta it  lui-mime qu i se  r e b i f f a i t . " ^ ^
^ ^ o u c h a r d ,  " L 'l t in f t r a i r e  d'Eugene Ionesco ,"  p . 101.
^ r o n e s c o ,  Rhinoceros, ed . Reuben I .  E ll is o n  and Sto 
Goding (New York: H olt, R inehart and W inston, 1959), p . i x .
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However, I t  i s  no t j u s t  N ational Socialism  th a t  Ionesco w rite s  
of in  th i s  p la y , bu t any k ind  of to ta l i ta r ia n is m , which has a lso  had 
o th er form s. I t  can j u s t  as e a s i ly  be in te rp re te d  as a s a t i r e  on 
Communism or any o ther movement i n  which a c o l le c t iv e  h y s te r ia  breaks 
down th e  r e s is ta n c e  of the  i n d i v i d u a l . T h i s  c o l le c t iv e  h y s te r ia  
tak e s  th e  form of " rh in o c e r i t is "  i n  Io n e sc o 's  p la y . He ex p la in s  what 
i s  behind th i s  p a r t ic u la r  i l l n e s s :  "Rhinoceros e s t  sans doute une
pi&ce a n ti-n a z ie  mais e l l e  e s t  a u s s i ,  s u r to u t ,  une p idce  c o n tre  le s  
h y s t6 r ie s  c o l le c t iv e s  e t  le s  6pid$mies qui se cachent sous l e  couvert 
de l a  ra is o n  e t  des id6es mais qui n 'e n  son t pas moins de graves 
m aladies c o l le c t iv e s  dont l e s  id e o lo g ie s  ne so n t que l e s  a l i b i s .
I  have d iv ided  my d isc u ss io n  of Rhinoceros in to  two p a r t s ,  
the  f i r s t -  d ea lin g  w ith  conform ity and the  second w ith  the  r a t io n a l iz a ­
t io n  of conform ity  by reco u rse  to  slogans and ideo logy .
Even i n  th e  f i r s t  scene , B&renger i s  being  reproached by h is  
f r ie n d , Jean , fo r  no t being l ik e  o ther peop le , f o r  no t e s ta b lis h in g  
a ro u tin e  and s tic k in g  to  i t .  But poor Berenger j u s t  cannot f i t  in to  
th i s  way of l i f e .  Nor can be fo rce  h is  mind in to  the  con fines of 
what Jean  considers "un homme d 'e s p r i t . "  Jean , ever the  h e lp fu l 
f r ie n d ,  t e l l s  Bferenger what he needs to  do to  conform, and even makes 
ou t a whole program fo r  him to  fo llow .
Anonymous], "Away from th e  Absurd," The Times L ite ra ry  
Supplement, August 30, 1963, p . 6£8.
117Ionesco , R hinoceros, ed. E lliso n  and Goding, p . x .
l l6 Ionesco , ThfeStre, I I I ,  26-31.
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I n  th e  m idst of t h e i r  d isc u ss io n , a rh inoceros comes charging 
down th e  s t r e e t ,  much to  everyone 's  amazement. There ensue a few 
remarks about where such a b e a s t could have come from, what reason  i t  
might have to  cane h e re , why the  town a u th o r i t ie s  l e t  such a c re a tu re  
run lo o se , e t c . ,  bu t th e i r  i n i t i a l  su rp r is e  soon wears o f f .  They 
s e t t l e  down to  t h e i r  u su a l a c t i v i t i e s  and a l l  b u t fo rg e t  about the 
rh in o ce ro s . A few m inutes l a t e r  ano ther rh inoceros comes from the 
opposite  d ire c tio n , running over a c a t  and k i l l in g  i t .  People are  
somewhat a n g rie r  t h i s  tim e, and they say th a t  something must be done 
about i t .  But s t i l l ,  a f t e r  a  few m inutes, t h e i r  su rp r is e  again  wears 
o f f ,  and they alm ost fo rg e t  about th e  danger as they  argue whether 
the  rh in o cero s was th e  same one as befo re  or a d i f f e r e n t  one, whether 
he had one or two ho rns, and w hether he was of A frican  or Asian 
o r ig in . A lo g ic ia n  t r i e s  to  s e t t l e  every th ing  by saying th a t  i t  
can no t be proved e i th e r  way co n c lu siv e ly .
Act I I  takes p lace  in  Bferenger's o f f ic e ,  as h is  co lleagues 
a re  a l l  d isc u ss in g  th e  newspaper account of th e  in c id e n t .  So f a r ,  
th ere  a re  only a few rh in o ce ro ses about, so the  danger i s  no t too  
g re a t. They a re  s t i l l  in  th e  m in o rity , and most people express 
e i th e r  t h e i r  amazement or t h e i r  d i s b e l ie f  over such a phenomenon.
At f i r s t  they a re  p rim arily  concerned about whether th e re  i s  a 
rh inoceros problem. B otard , a former school m aster, does not 
be liev e  th a t  th e re  i s ,  and he says th a t  he w i l l  n o t b e liev e  i t  
u n t i l  he has s c i e n t i f i c  p ro o f. Other arguments fo llow , and they 
bandy th e  is su e  about u n t i l  t h e i r  employer o rders them a l l  to  work.
Then an unusual th in g  happens. The w ife o f M. Boeuf, who
n it
i s  absen t t h a t  day, comes rush ing  in  to  say th a t  she i s  being pursued 
by a rh in o ce ro s . Everyone wonders how such a th in g  ecu Id  happen in  
a c iv i l iz e d  co u n try . From th e  background i s  heard th e  sound of a 
rh in o cero s try in g  to  come up th e  s t a i r s ,  which give way under th e  
w eigh t. Afene Boeuf recogn izes the  sounds made by the  rh in o ce ro s , and 
she says t h a t  i t  i s  her husband. Thus more in fo rm atio n  has come to  
l i g h t .  A c i t i z e n  has changed in to  one of these  c re a tu re s . This 
seems to  e x p la in  th e i r  o r ig in . Itae Boeuf says th a t  th is  rh in o c e ro s-  
husband i s  c a l l in g  to  h e r , and she jumps on h is  back and r id e s  o f f ,  
presumably to  become a rh inoceros a ls o .
The employer, M. P a p illo n , i s  no t so much concerned w ith  th is  
metamorphosis as he i s  w ith  the  work in  h is  o f f ic e .  He says th a t  
Boeuf i s  f i r e d ,  and th a t  he w i l l  t r y  to  rep lace  him. The o th e r  
employees, a lso  no t g re a t ly  concerned w ith  the  b asic  is s u e , show 
sympathy fo r  lime Boeuf and h e r husband. They f in d  i t  understandab le , 
even adm irable, th a t  she should do such a th in g . Botard even t r i e s  
to  in te rc e d e  on b eh a lf  o f Boeuf so th a t  he w i l l  n o t be f i r e d  w ithout 
an in v e s tig a t io n  and p roper n o tic e . The main problem of th e  moment 
i s  to  g e t th e  o f f ic e  fo rce  sa fe ly  ou t of the  o f f ic e ,  now th a t  th e re  
i s  no s ta irw ay . The f i r e  departm ent i s  c a l le d , and everyone i s  taken  
out through th e  window. They are  a l l  to ld  t h a t  they do n o t need to  
come back to  work th a t  a fte rn o o n , fo r  th i s  i s  an ex cep tiona l case .
In  th e  second scene of Act I I ,  Bdrenger pays a v i s i t  to  Jean , 
who i s  in  an i l l  humor. Bferenger hard ly  knows what to  make of him, 
f o r  h is  voice sounds s tran g e  and h is  manner i s  g ru f f .  When Bfcrenger 
b rin g s up th e  is s u e  of th e  rh in o ce ro ses , Jean  i s  very  touchy and
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defends them. Jean  changes v is ib ly  as the  scene p roceeds, and h is  
v o ice  becomes h a rsh er and rougher. A lso, h is  sk in  becomes g reener 
and h a rd e r. He becomes more and more i r a s c ib le  and d isag rees  w ith 
alm ost every th ing  th a t  Bftrenger sa y s . Jean  con tinues to  defend the  
rh in o ce ro ses and, as the  scene p ro g re sse s , s t a r t s  ta lk in g  as i f  he 
h im self were one. He does indeed tu rn  in to  a rh inoceros and 
attem pts to  ru n  B6renger u n d e rfo o t. M renger leaves in  a p a n ic , 
shou ting  fo r  h e lp . On h is  way down th e  s t a i r s  o u tsid e  of J e a n 's  
apartm ent he d isco v ers  tn a t  the  o th er te n a n ts  of th e  b u ild in g  have 
a ls o  changed in to  rh in o ce ro ses . None o f them pay any a t te n t io n  to  
h is  c a l ls  f o r  h e lp i in  f a c t ,  they wonder what he i s  so u p se t about. 
He runs in to  th e  s t r e e t ,  where he i s  alm ost run  over by a passing  
herd  of the  b e a s ts .  He keeps scream ing f o r  h e lp , b u t he can f in d  no 
one to  a id  him.
Act I I I  begins as Bfirenger i s  back s a fe ly  in  h is  own a p a r t­
ment, waking up as from a bad dream. He b e lie v e s  th a t  he sees the  
horns of rh in o ce ro ses  everywhere. He hears a knock a t  th e  door, 
and he u sh e rs  in  Ekidard, h is  f r ie n d  from th e  o f f ic e . Bfirenger 
exp resses h is  concern over the rh inoceros danger, but Dudard t e l l s  
him th a t  he i s  exaggera ting  the  i s s u e .  Then, j u s t  as Jean  had 
done, Dudard g ives a coun ter r e t o r t  to  every remark th a t  Bfirenger 
mades concerning the  danger. Dudard becomes more and more 
sym pathetic to  the rh inoceroses and t r i e s  to  seek a r a t io n a le  to  
ex p la in  t h e i r  m otives. He makes i t  seem as i f  B6renger i s  th e  
abnormal one.
As they argue, B6renger looks out th e  window and n o tic e s
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th a t  th e  lo g ic ia n  haa tu rned  in to  a rh in o ce ro s . He wonders j u s t  
whom one can r e ly  on* e sp e c ia l ly  s in ce  he had had such a h igh reg a rd  
fo r  th e  lo g ic ia n  as a man who r e a l ly  thought lu c id ly .  B6renger i s  
c le a r ly  u p se t by t h i s  p a r t i c u la r  tran sfo rm a tio n . Meanwhile Dudard 
looks adm iring ly  a t  the  rh inoceroses*  saying  how much they  seem l ik e  
happy c h ild re n . A knock i s  heard* and th i s  tim e i t  i s  Daisy* the 
o f f ic e  s e c re ta ry  w ith  wham Bftrenger i s  in  lo v e , who comes to  pay a 
v i s i t .  She b rin g s the a lann ing  news th a t  B otard has become a 
rh in o c e ro s . This i s  th e  b ig g e s t s u rp r is e  o f a l l  to  BGrenger, because 
Botard had been so much a g a in s t them. Dudard m erely r e p l ie s  th a t  
Botard must have changed h is  mind* th a t  he has perhaps thought i t  
b e t t e r  to  "evo lve ."  In  f a c t ,  h is  l a s t  human words w ere, ”11 f a u t  
su iv re  son temps 1
This i s  c e r ta in ly  one of th e  keys to  the  problem of 
r h in o c e r i t i s —a m atte r of people fe e lin g  t h a t  they  must keep up 
w ith t h e i r  own tim e by doing what o th e rs  a re  doing. Dudard t r i e s  
to  e x p la in  B otard1s conversion  to  B&renger by say ing , " C 'e s t  1 'e s p r i t  
coramunautaire qu i l ' a  em porti su r  ses im pulsions a n a rc h iq u e s ." ^ ^
This seems to  imply th a t  when one fo llow s h is  own reason ing  he i s  
going by what Dudard c a l l s  h is  "im pulsions an arch iq u es,"  b u t th a t  
when he does l ik e  everyone e l s e ,  he i s  being reasonab le  and doing 
i t  through " I 1e s p r i t  coramunautaire," This i s  ve ry  much in  l in e  
w ith th e  reasoning  seen  in  Jacques ou l a  soum ission, when Jacques,
l2^Ibid., p. 98.
^ °Ih id ., p. 99.
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a f t e r  he f i n a l ly  g ives in  and ag rees w ith  th e  group# i s  to ld  th a t  
h is  "sen tim en ts d istin gu fis  f in i s s e n t  to u jo u rs  p a r p rendre  l e  
d e s s n e ." ^ ^  BSrenger t r i e s  to  p ro te s t  t h a t  th e  rh inoceroses a re  
the  an a rch ic a l ones# and fu rtherm ore , they  a re  in  the  m in o rity . 
D udard 's rep ly  i s  th a t  they  a re  the  m inority  only fo r  th e  moment, 
t h a t  they  a re  s te a d i ly  in c re a s in g .
I t  seems th a t  one fo u rth  of the  c i ty  has c a p i tu la te d . 
B^renger t r i e s  to  summon the  o th e rs  to  ra lly #  to  do something befo re  
i t  i s  too  l a t e .  But a l l  he meets w ith  i s  excuses and p r o te s ts .
Even though they s u f f e r  from th is  s itu a tio n #  they  re fu s e  to  do 
any th ing  about i t .  (The shops have been closed# because they  have 
been broken in  and demolished# and the  s t r e e t s  a re  dangerous to  
walk in# because one might be tram pled u n d e rfo o t.)  B^renger makes 
the  suggestion  th a t  a l l  th ese  rh in o ce ro ses  be se n t to  a s o r t  of 
en c lo su re . But h is  suggestion  i s  disapproved of by the  o th e rs , who 
claim  th a t  th e  P ro te c tiv e  S ociety  fo r  Animals w i l l  never allow  such 
an a c tio n . Furtherm ore, alm ost everyone has a  c lo se  r e la t iv e  among 
the  rh in o ce ro ses . I t  seems as i f  everyone i s  in vo lved .
Outside th e re  i s  a g re a t n o ise , as th e  f i r e  s ta t io n  crumbles 
and a l l  the  firem en come running ou t in  th e  form of rh in o ce ro se s . 
Dudard and Daisy re p o r t  th a t  rh in o cero ses  a re  a ls o  running out of 
a l l  th e  houses. Dudard now says th a t  he i s  g e tt in g  the  urge to  
became a  rh in o ce ro s . He does indeed  metamorphose\ he runs out in to  
th e  s t r e e t  to  become one of th e  herd . B§renger wonders which one
■^Ionesco# Theatre, I , 10?.
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he ls> b u t t h i s  i s  im possib le  to  e s ta b lish *  fo r  they  a re  a l l  so  a l ik e .
By t h i s  tim e th e re  a re  no more people on th e  s t r e e t ,  no t a 
s in g le  human being . I t  appears th a t  the  only two human beings l e f t  
a re  Daisy and B^renger. At f i r s t ,  Daisy t e l l s  him th a t  she w i l l  no t 
d e s e r t  him, th a t  he can count on h e r .  She seems more and more 
sym pathetic to  the  rh in o ce ro ses , however, and t e l l s  him to  be 
reasonab le  and to  t r y  to  f in d  a modus v iv e n d i. They should t r y  to  
g e t along w ith  them and le a rn  to  understand th e i r  psychology. Her 
fe e lin g s  about the  herd  tu rn  to  adm iration  and p r a is e ,  as she 
exp resses how p re t ty  they  look. I t  i s  in d ic a t iv e  of the  whole is su e  
of conform ity th a t  she say s, " C 'e s t  nous, p e u t-S tre , l e s  a n o r m a u x .  " ^ 2  
Soon, she can r e s i s t  no lo n g erj th e  a t t r a c t io n  of th e  herd  i s  too  
g r e a t .  She leaves him and goes out to  metamorphose.
Bftrenger i s  l e f t  e n t i r e ly  a lone . He says th a t  he w i l l  never 
fo llow  th e  o th e rs . But he i s  n e v e rth e le ss  g re a t ly  d is tu rb e d  over 
being com pletely a lo n e . He Bays t h a t  he i s  th e  only human being l e f t  
who speaks French; in  f a c t ,  who speaks any language. He looks a t  
h im self in  the m irro r and remarks th a t  he i s  a funny-looking th in g .
He looks a t  some o ld  photographs of h is  form er f r ie n d s , and he can 
no longer remember who they  a re . He f i n a l ly  decides th a t  the 
rh inoceroses look b e t te r  than  he does. Now he too  w ishes th a t  he 
were a rh in o ce ro s , and he t r i e s  to  become one, bu t can n o t. He says 
th a t  he i s  ugly and th a t  he can no t stand  the  s ig h t  o f h im se lf; and 
he adds th a t  people who t r y  to  hang on to  t h e i r  in d iv id u a li ty  always
122Ionesco, ThSStre, I I I ,  112.
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cane to  a  bad end. He bemoans th e  f a c t  th a t  he can not become a 
rh in o c e ro s , th a t  he must remain a human be in g . He i s  even ashamed 
of h is  human u g lin e ss , and he f e e l s  th a t  he i s  a m onste r.^ 3  Then 
he has a change of h e a r t .  He decides th a t  he w i l l  make th e  b e s t  of 
th ings and stand  h is  ground. The rh inoceroses have surrounded h is  
b u ild in g , bu t he w i l l  f ig h t  them to  the end. His l a s t  words a re ;
"Je su is  le  d e rn ie r  homme, je  l e  r e s t e r a i  ju sq u 'a u  boutl Je  ne 
c a p itu le  p a s l " ^ ^
A c tu a lly , i t  seems as i f  he i s  try in g  to  make th e  b e s t of 
h is  s i tu a t io n ,  when he f in d s  th a t  he can no t change. He re g re ts  
h is  in d iv id u a l i ty ,  and he w ishes to  g ive th is  up in  o rder to  become 
l ik e  th e  o th e rs . He comes to  f e e l  th a t  i t  i s  the  m a jo r ity , a f t e r  
a l l ,  which i s  r i g h t .  This i s  h is  dilemma. He does not f e e l  in c lin e d  
to  fo llow  the  h e rd , bu t he can not b e a r being  a lo n e . Thus, Ionesco 
shows j u s t  how fa r-re a c h in g  the  power of p u b lic  op in ion  and 
conform ity r e a l ly  i s .  I t  i s  perhaps th is  element of the  p lay  th a t  
has le d  O reste Pucciani to  rem ark: "M. Ionesco n ’a pas A crit l e
Rhinoceros pour rficuser le  conformisme s o c ia l .  I I  a 6c r i t  sa  p i lc e  
pour en f a i r e  c landestinem ent 1 1 ap o lo g ie ."  ̂ 5
123Note th a t  in  Jacques ou l a  soum jesion, Jacques i s  c a lle d  
a "mononstre" by h is  m other; and in  th e  s tage  d i r e c t io n s ,  i n  th e  scene 
in  which Jacques has j u s t  sa id  th a t  he can no t bear p o ta to es  w ith  
bacon and th a t  he i s  simply what he i s ,  Ionesco w r i te s :  wLa d e rn i ir e
r 6p liq u e  de Jacques f i l s  a c r 66 une atmosphere d 'h o rre u r  contenue. 
Jacques e s t  vraim ent un m onstre ."  ( ThA&tre, I ,  110.)
12i*Ioneeco, T heatre , I I I ,  117.
12*> „^O reste  F. P uccian i, "Ou va Io n esco ? ,” The French Review,
XXXV (O ctober, 1961), 71.
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One im portan t reason  why so many people have c a p itu la te d  i s
th a t  they  have no in n e r  s tre n g th . This a sp ec t o f th e  p lay  has been
w e ll t r e a te d  by Edwin T. W illiam s, who w r ite s  th a t  th e  in v as io n  of
the  rh inoceroses i s  a c tu a l ly  a "symbolic challenge  to  the  p e rc ep tio n
and in n e r s tre n g th  of th e  peop le ."  They f a i l  to  pe rce iv e  th e
s ig n if ic a n c e  of the  c r i s i s ,  because they  pay l i t t l e  a t te n t io n  to  the
w orld o th er than  what i s  im m ediately connected w ith  t h e i r  l iv e s .
Thus, "having no p e rs p e c tiv e , they  can no t recogn ize  them selves and
they  end by becoming th e  e v il  they  can no t d i s c e m ." ^ ^
In  an address f o r  a meeting o f French and German w r i te r s  i n
l ? 6l ,  Ionesco  speaks o f people such as those  o f R hinoceros, who a re
always h u rr ie d , always p riso n e rs  of n e c e s s i ty , who can understand
only what i s  im m ediately u se fu l to  them. These people do no t have
the f u l l  l iv e s  which come from c u l tu r e ,  a r t ,  and m ed ita tio n . They
have no tim e to  th in k , so  absorbed a re  they  in  th e  c a re s  o f t h e i r
d a ily  l i f e .  They a re  l ik e  ro b o ts , who can e a s i ly  be c o n tro lle d  by
popular d o c trin e  1
Ces gens a f f a i r e s ,  anxieux, cour a n t ve rs un b u t qu i n 'e s t  pas 
un bu t humain ou qu i n 'e s t  qu 'un  m irage, peuvent to u t  d ' un 
ccup, aux sons de j e  ne s a is  q u e ls  c la ir o n s ,  a l 'a p p e l  de 
n 'im p o rts  que l fou  ou d6mon se  l a i s s e r  gagner p a r un fanatism e 
d i l i r a n t ,  une rage c o l le c t iv e  quelconque, une lys 't^ ri©  
p o p u la ire .
He goes on to  speak of th e  dangers which l i e  i n  w a it fo r  such people:
Les rh in o c S r ite s , a d r o i te ,  a  gauche, l e s  p lus d iv e rs e s , 
c o n s titu e n t le s  menaces qui p&sent su r  1 ' humanity qui n 'a  
pas le  temps de r 6f l 6c h ir ,  de rep rend re  se s  e s p r i t s  ou son
Edwin T. W illiam s, "C ervantes and Ionesco and Dramatic 
F an tasy ,"  PMU, XLV (December, 1962), 677-678.
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e s p r i t ,  e l l e s  g u e tte n t  l e s  homaes d 'a u jo u rd 'h u i qu i on t perdu 
le  sens e t  l e  goftt de l a  s o l i tu d e .  . . .  La conscience 
in d iv id u e lle  e s t ,  en f a i t ,  envahie, d f itru ite  p a r l a  p re ss io n  
du monde acc ab lan t e t  Im personnel des s lo g an s: sup6r ie u re  ou
in f f tr ie u r s ,  p o l i t iq u e s  ou p u b l ic i t a i r e s ,  c 'e s t  1 'o d ieu se  
propaganda, l a  m aladie de n o tre  tem ps. L 'in te l l ig e n c e  e s t  4 
t e l  p o in t corrompue que l 1on ne coraprend pas qu 'un  au teu r re fu se  
de s 'en g a g e r sous l a  bann iere  de t e l l e  ou t e l l e  iddo log ie  
co u ran te—c 1e s t - a - d i r e  de se  soum ettre.127
One reaso n  why people l e t  them selves be a  prey to  propaganda,
f e e l s  Ionesco , i s  th a t  so few people r e a l ty  th in k . Host people are
co n te n t to  re p e a t what they  have been g iven  by ww-ft-ran 4 p en ser, or
a t  th e  most they  only paraph rase  i t .  These m aste rs , in  choosing
th e i r  problems and t h e i r  term inology, s e t  a r t i f i c i a l  l im i t s .  Thus,
they  touch upon only p a r t  o f a m a tte r , overlooking o th er
p o s s i b i l i t i e s :  " I I  y a a u ss i  d 'a u tr e s  problem es, d ’a u tre s  a sp ec ts
de l a  r 6a l i t 6, du monde: e t  le  moins qu 'on  p u isse  d ire  des m altre s
a penser c ’e s t  qu’i l s  nous enferm ent dans le u r  d o c to ra le  ou moins
d o c to ra le  s u b je c t iv i ty  qu i nous cache, corame un §cran, 1 1innorabrable
v a r ie ty  des p e rsp e c tiv e s  p o ss ib le s  de 1 * e s p r i t . " ^ 8
Ionesco r e a l iz e s  how easy i t  i s  to  l e t  o th e rs  do th e  th in k in g
f o r  u s . In  th is  re s p e c t  we a re  a l l  s tu d e n ts  o f one p ro fe s so r  or
ano ther—a p ro fe s so r  who has n o t only in s t ru c te d  u s , b u t has made us
undergo h is  in f lu e n c e , h is  own v iew poin t, h i s  d o c tr in e , h is  own
su b je c tiv e  t r u th .  But i f  ano ther p ro fe s so r , w ith  d i f f e r e n t  id e a s ,
had formed us i n t e l l e c tu a l ly ,  th en  we would have thought i n  a
d i f f e r e n t  manner. Ionesco suggests th a t  we examine th e  form ulas and
127Io n esco , Notes e t  c o n tre -n o te s , p . 131. 
128I b i d . t p . i6*
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s o lu tio n s  th a t  a re  g iven  u s , th a t  we t r y  to  see what th e re  i s  of the  
su b je c tiv e  i n  them and adopt a p o in t of view only a f t e r  c a re fu l 
c o n s id e ra tio n . He b e lie v e s  th a t  " i l  e s t  prdfA rable de penser 
m aladroitem ent, courfom ent, comme on p e u t, que de r£p6t e r  l e s  slogans 
in ffc r ie u rs , moyens ou supferieurs qui cou ren t le s  ru e s . 11 A r e a l  
in d iv id u a l, even a fo o l is h  one, i s  worth more th an  an i n t e l l i g e n t  
man who i s  d ire c te d  by o th e rs  ( in  Io n e sc o 's  words, "un ane 
i n t e l l i g e n t  e t  s a v a n t " ) .^ ^
W illingness to  accep t p red ig e s ted  op in ions w e ll se rv es 
t o t a l i t a r i a n  ideo logy . The ta sk  Ionesco s e t  fo r  h im self i n  
Rhinoceros was to  show th e  danger o f ideo logy : " J 'a i  pens6 avo ir
to u t  simplement a m ontrer l ' i n a n i t 6 de ces b iz a r re s  system es, ce 
a quoi i l s  m&nent, comment i l s  inflamm ent le s  gens, le s  a b ru t is s e n t ,  
p u is  l e s  r 6d u ise n t en e s c la v a g e ." ^ ^  Ionesco  p a in ts  th e  weakness of 
people b e fo re  what he c a l ls  " la  pu issance  m y s t if ic a tr ic e  des 
id S o lo g ie s ,"  of the  hollow ness of which he i s  w e ll a w a r e . A t  
th e  prem iere of Tueur sans gages in  March 1959 he s a id :  " I I  me semble
que de n o tre  temps e t  de tous l e s  temps, l e s  r e l ig io n s  ou le s  
id e o lo g ie s  ne son t e t  n 'o n t  jam ais 6t& que le s  a l i b i s ,  le s  masques, 
le s  p r& te x te s ." ^ 2  ^nd ^  a r t i c l e  i n  the  Revue de MStaphysique
■^^Ibid., pp. U5 -U6 .
130Ionesco , Rhinoceros, ed . E lliso n  and Goding, p . x .
131Marcel Cornu, Review of Notes e t  c o n tre -n o te s , by Ionesco , 
La Pens6e , No. 105 [nouv elle  sS r ie ]  (6 c to E er,1 9 & 2 ), ih b .
132Ionesco, Notes e t  contre-notes, p. 13ti.
123
e t  de m orale he am p lifie s  t h i s  sta tem en t:
Tous le s  dogmatisme so n t p ro v iso ire s '. Non seulem ent i l s  me 
sem blent p ro v is o ire s , mala j ' a i  1 ' im pression  a u ss i  qu’ i l s  
ne son t q u 'u n  syst&me d 'h y p o th lse s , de su p p o s itio n s , de fa fons 
de v o ir ,  de vues de 1 ' e s p r i t ,  pouvant 8t r e  rem placds par 
d 'a u tre s  id e o lo g ie s  ou vues de 1 ' e s p r i t .  On s 'e x p liq u e  l e s  
choses comme on p e u t. [ i t a l i c s  m ine.J Les id e o lo g ie s , avec 
un peu d '>auto-suggestion, so n t to u te s  confirm ees par le s  f a i t s ,  
b ien  que l e s  id e o lo g ie s  opposfees dfanontrent que le s  prem idres 
son t infirm fies par le s  f a i t s *  Chacun d e v ra it  f a i r e  son p e t i t  
D iscours de l a  Mdthode pour son p ropre  c a n p te .1^
The sen tence, "On s 'e x p liq u e  le s  choses comme on p e u t,"  i s  
e s p e c ia lly  s ig n i f ic a n t  in  connection  w ith  Rhinoc&ros, fo r  as each 
person  tu rn s  in to  one of th e se  b e a s ts ,  h is  mind t r i e s  to  j u s t i f y  the 
change. A ll during  the  p lay  the  c h a ra c te rs  t r y  to  conceal t h e i r  
d e s ire  to  be p a r t  o f th e  herd  by same kind of r a t io n a le .  They appeal 
to  s lo g an s, idAes repues, and ideo logy . Although conform ity i s  the  
main su b je c t o f th e  p lay , th e  hollow ness o f ideology i s  c e r ta in ly  a 
Becondaiy theme. In  f a c t ,  i t  i s  the  ease w ith  which people adopt the  
p re v a ilin g  ideology th a t  i s  one of th e  fa c to rs  of conform ity .
As e a rly  as th e  f i r s t  a c t ,  Ionesco makes fun  of lo g ic  when 
he has th e  lo g ic ia n  dem onstrate s y l lo g is t ic a l ly  th a t  S ocrates was a 
c a t .  I n  th e  second and th ird  a c ts  he shows many examples of specious 
reason ing , as the  c h a ra c te rs  support what they  have a lread y  decided 
upon. Note p a r t ic u la r ly  th e  second scene of Act I I ,  in  which Jean  
p u l ls  ou t one argument a f t e r  ano ther to  j u s t i f y  h is  p o s i t io n . He 
begins w ith  c lichA s: "ltelez-vous de ce qui vous re g a rd e ,"  "Chacun
f a i t  ce q u ' i l  v e u t,"  " J 'e n  a i  b ie n  le  d r o i t .  Je  su is  chez m oi," and
■^■^lonesco, "L’Auteur e t  se s  probl&mes," Revue de jrttaphysique 
e t  de m orale, LJCVIII ( October-December, 1963)» ill? .
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"Eh b ien , 5a le  regarde."13b  Then he goes on making broad sta tem ents 
and g e n e r a l i t ie s ,  which he does no t bo ther to  prove: "L 'a m iti6
n 'e x is te  p a s ,"  "Les m^decins in v e n te n t des m aladies qu i n 'e x is te n t  
p a s ,1' "L'humanisms e s t  p6rim6 ,"  and "La m orale e s t  a n tin a tu re lle ." 1 3 5  
He c o n tin u es , g e tt in g  to  the  is su e  of r h in o c e r i t i s ,  which he re fu se s  
to  see as a problem: "Apres to u t ,  l e s  rhinocferos so n t des c re a tu re s
comme nous, qui ont d ro i t  a l a  v ie  au meme t i t r e  que nous I "136
From then  on, Bferenger does h is  b e s t to  defend the values of 
c iv i l i z a t io n  a g a in s t th e  onslaught of r h in o c e r i t i s ,  and th e  argument 
takes on g re a te r  p ro p o rtio n s . He reminds Jean  of th e  d iffe re n c e  in  
m en ta lity , and Jean  responds: "Pensez-vous que l a  n&tre s o i t
p r6f 6ra b le ? "  When B6renger b rin g s  up e th ic s ,  Jean  say s: " I I  f a u t
d ip a s se r  l a  m o ra le .1' B irenger asks what he would pu t i n  i t s  p lac e , 
and Jean answers, "Nature! . . .  I I  f a u t  r e c o n s t i tu e r  l e s  fondements 
de no tre  v ie . I I  f a u t  re to u rn e r  a l ' i n t i g r i t i  p r im o rd ia le ." When 
B irenger reminds him of the system o f va lues b u i l t  up in  th e  course 
of c en tu r ie s  o f human c iv i l i z a t io n ,  Jean  says, "Dimolissons to u t 
c e la , on s 'e n  p o r te ra  mieux."^37 I t  i s  iro n ic  t h a t ,  when B irenger 
speaks about humanism and the  im portance of a f re e  mind, Jean  t e l l s  
him th a t  he i s  using  only clichfes and th a t  he i s  speaking from th e  
stan d p o in t of h is  p re ju d ic e s . B irenger con tinues to  t r y  to  defend
^ ^ Io n e sc o , Thi& tre, I I I ,  72-7U.
135I b id .
136Ib id ., p. 7$.
137Ib id ., p. 76.
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humanism, u n t i l  f i n a l ly  Jean  does not even b o th er to  g ive him any 
more rea so n s . He becomes more d i r e c t  and c a l ls  upon fo rc e . A ll 
t h a t  i s  lack ing  i s  a sta tem en t i n  the  Hobbesian v e in  th a t  "might 
makes r ig h t ,"  as he heads toward Bferenger w ith  th e  in te n t  to  crush 
him underfoo t.
S im ila r appeals to  ideo logy  fo llo w , as f i r s t  Dudard and then  
Daisy g ive  t h e i r  reasons fo r  c o n v ertin g . B^renger very  n e a tly  sums 
up th e  reason  why nobody r e a l ly  does any th ing  about i t :  "Uais s i  on
ne v eu t vraim ent p a s , n 'e s t - c e  p a s , s i  on ne veu t vreim ent pas 
a t t r a p e r  ce mal . . .  on ne l 'a t t r a p e  p a s ." ^ ®  He says th a t  even 
though he sees people  on a l l  s id e s  c a p i tu la t in g , he w i l l  never do 
so . Dudard b e lie v e s  th a t  B&renger i s  a tta c h in g  too much im portance 
to  the  i s s u e ,  th a t  perhaps he i s  i n  th e  wrong. He i s  to ld  th a t  he 
should le a rn  to  become accustomed to  the  s i tu a t io n :  "A lors,
a ss im ile z  l a  chose e t  d6p a s s e z - la . P u is q u 'i l  en e s t  a in s i ,  c ’e s t  
q u ' i l  ne peu t en S tre  a u tre m e n t." ^ 9  Dudard then  remarks th a t  
Bfirenger simplj' does not have th e  "vocation" to  be a rh in o ce ro s , 
th a t  he i s  a Don Q uixote.
B6renger, however, can no t escape what he c a l l s  " la  rfea litft 
b ru ta le  des f a i t s , "  and he re fu s e s  to  t r y  to  cover them over w ith  
th eo ry . Dudard t e l l s  him th a t  he must make an honest i n t e l l e c tu a l  
e f f o r t  to  understand the s i tu a t io n ,  t h a t  every phenomenon i s  lo g ic a l  
a f t e r  a l l ,  th a t  to  understand i s  to  j u s t i f y .  Bfirenger accuses him
^ ® I b id . ,  p . 85 .
• ^ I b i d . ,  pp . 8 8 -8 9 .
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of being sym pathetic to  th e  rh in o ce ro ses ; b u t Dudard, c la im ing  th a t  
th e  metamorphoses a re  n a tu ra l , responds t h a t  he does no t see anything 
wrong w ith  t h i s  phenomenon. Bfirenger does n o t b e liev e  t h a t  i t  i s  
n a tu ra l ;  on th e  c o n tra ry  he f e e ls  th a t  i t  i s  abnormal. Dudard t e l l s  
him th a t  norm ality  and abnorm ality  a re  not th in g s  th a t  can be 
dem onstrated s c i e n t i f i c a l l y .  But B6ren g e r i s  no t one to  be taken  in  
by " s c ie n t i f i c "  d isc u ss io n s ; he s t i l l  p re fe rs  to  r e ly  on th e  f a c t s .
He hears people  a l l  around him saying th a t  th e  movement does no t 
e x is t ,  y e t  he sees evidence to  th e  c o n tra ry .
When Dudard f i n a l ly  g e ts  th e  d e s ire  to  metamorphose, he t r i e s  
to  r a t io n a l iz e  i t  by say ing , "Won devo ir m'impose de su iv re  mes chefs 
e t  mes camara des. BArenger t e l l e  him th a t  on the  co n tra ry  h is
duty i s  to  oppose them, lu c id ly  and f irm ly . Dudard m ain tains th a t  he 
w i l l  r e t a in  h is  l u c id i ty ,  and th a t  perhaps he can b e t te r  c r i t i c i z e  
them from w ith in  th an  from w ith o u t. A fte r  t h i s ,  Dudard runs out in to  
s t r e e t ,  and BArenger can no lo n g er d is t in g u is h  him from th e  o th e rs .
A ctu a lly  th e  only one who manages to  hold on to  h is  lu c id i ty  
i s  BArenger, who rem ains the  l a s t  human being . I t  has been sa id  th a t  
he su rv iv es  by a "hopeless goodw ill,"  which has pu t him a p a r t  from 
a l l  c a u s e s . A n o t h e r  q u i te  v a lid  rea so n  i s  th a t  he i s  no t 
in flu e n c e d , as a re  the  o th e rs , by words and speeches. W allace Fowlie 
rem arks: "In  an alm ost p i t i f u l  way,_he s tru g g le s  a g a in s t the
e x a l ta t io n  of a l l  th e  o th e rs , a g a in s t an overwhelming fo rce  which
1^QTbiQ. ,  p . 103.
A lvarez, "O liv ie r  Among the  R hinos," The Times L ite ra ry  
Supplement, May 7, I960, p . 666.
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I s o la te s  h im ."^ 4̂  As he sees the  o th e rs  dehumanizing them selves, he 
f ig h ts  a g a in s t i t ;  he t r i e s  to  d issuade them by p reach ing  humanism, 
bu t to  no a v a i l .  L i t t l e  by l i t t l e  he i s  fo rced  in to  s o l i tu d e .  As 
Henri Gouhier has p u t i t ,  HLa s o li tu d e  e s t  l e  p r ix  de l a  f id A lit€  a_ 
l 'h u m a in .’1̂ *^ Indeed , in  th e  opin ion  of Jacques Lemarchand, th i s  
so li tu d e  i s  th e  c en te r  o f Io n e sc o 's  th e a tr e ,  of which Rhinoceros i s  
probably  th e  f i n e s t  example.
The s o l i ta r y  hero  B6renger i s  seen a ls o  i n  Tueur sans gages, 
which bears  a resem blance to  R hinoceros. The Bfirenger of Tueur sans 
gages i s  a lso  s tru g g lin g  a g a in s t an e v i l  which invades s o c ie ty , and 
h e re , to o , he i s  fo rced  in to  s o l i tu d e .  He t r i e s  to  c a l l  ev e iy o n e 's  
a t te n t io n  to  a k i l l e r  who has been d estro y in g  th e  happiness i n  human 
l i f e .  But everyone i s  accustomed to  t h i s  k i l l e r ;  they f e e l  th a t  i t  
i s  n o t in  th e  genera l scheme of th in g s  to  p r o t e s t ,  and they  accep t 
th e  s ta tu s  quo. A ll th i s  i s  expressed  on an a l le g o r ic a l  le v e l .
What th e  k i l l e r  re p re se n ts  i s  d i f f i c u l t  to  a s c e r ta in ;  s u f f ic e  i t  to  
Bay th a t  i t  i s  some e v i l  fo rc e  in  l i f e .  I t  seems to  be more than  
j u s t  th e  k i l l i n g  fo rc e  of conform ity or any one k ind  of i n te l l e c t u a l  
ty ranny ; i t  i s  a g en era l symbol f o r  any e v i l  which opposes the 
happiness of man.
In  the  f i r s t  scene of Tueur sans gages BArenger i s  being
■ ^ F o w lie , o£. c i t . ,  p . 1*1*.
■ ^H enri Gouhier, "Un thfefitre humain de l a  c ru au tfi," La 
Table Ronde, No. ll*7 (March, I960), 180.
^ * Ja c q u e s  Lemarchand, " 'R hinocfiros' d 'Eugene Io n e sc o ,"
Le F igaro  L it tfe ra ire , No. 61*2 (January 30, i 960) ,  16.
126
shown around an u ltra-m odern  c i t6  rad ie u se  by th e  a r c h i te c t ,  a co ld , 
in ex p re ss iv e  p u b lic  fu n c tio n a ry . But th e re  seems to  be something 
wrong in  th i s  ra d ia n t  c i ty .  There i s  a k i l l e r  lu rk in g  in  i t ,  and 
every day se v e ra l people a re  found dead in  the  c i t y 's  swimming poo l. 
The a rc h i te c t  adm its th a t  th e  c i ty  i s  indeed not p e r f e c t .  I n  f a c t ,  
a l l  i t s  in h a b ita n ts  wish to  le a v e . He I s  always th e  same k i l l e r ;  
the  A dm in istra tion  knows about t h i s  a s s a s s in , bu t can not cap ture  
him. Bfirenger wants to  f l e e  t h i s  c i ty ,  which to  him i s  now a h o rro r . 
He f e e l s  as i f  h is  s p i r i t  has been k i l l e d .
The a r c h i te c t  in v i te s  him in to  a cafA, and w hile  th e re , he 
exp la ins to  Bferenger how th e  k i l l e r  o p e ra te s . The p o lic e  a re  w e ll 
aware of h is  a c t i v i t i e s ,  bu t they  can never ca tch  him in  th e  a c t .
I f  only th e re  were p ro o f, th e  k i l l e r  could  be a r re s te d . The a rc h i te c t  
exp la ins a l l  t h i s  in  a m a t te r -o f - fa c t  way. To him i t  i s  j u s t  ro u tin e . 
Everyone expects the  k i l l e r  to  k i l l  a t  l e a s t  th re e  or four people a 
day. He t e l l s  Bfirenger to  calm h im self and to  s to p  w orrying so much 
about i t .  Bfirenger i s  too  concerned, however, to  pass over such a 
m a tte r . He f e e ls  re sp o n s ib le  fo r  h is  fe llow  man, and he f e e ls  th a t  
something must be done: " fa  n ' i r a  pas comme £al I I  f a u t  f a i r e
quelque chose I I I  f a u t ,  i l  f a u t ,  i l  f a u t t " 1^
He goes to  h is  apartm ent, where h is  f r ie n d  Edouard i s  w a itin g  
fo r  him. B6renger t e l l s  Edouard about th e  k i l l e r ,  b u t Edouard i s  no t 
s u rp r is e d . He knows a l l  about i t ,  as does everyone e ls e .  I t  i s  a 
known f a c t ,  accepted by everyone* "La chose e s t  sue, a s s im il ie ,
^■^lonesco, ThGfctre, I I ,  98 
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c a ta lo g u ie . U£me le s  en fan ts  des 6co les sav en t. . . .  C 'e s t  r e g r e t ta b le ,  
c e r te s ,  [m aisj que voulez-vous qu 'on y f a s s e ? " ^ 6  B irenger r e p l ie s  
th a t  he d id  no t know i t  and th a t  he i s  extrem ely su rp r ise d . He 
simply can no t understand  E douard 's in d if fe re n c e .
During th i s  scene, Edouard a c c id e n ta lly  drops h is  b r ie fc a s e ,
and se v e ra l o b jec ts  f a l l  o u t. These o b jec ts  could  belong to  no one
o th e r than  th e  k i l l e r .  Both men appear a s to n ish ed . Edouard claim s 
th a t  he does no t know how they  could have got th e re .  There i s  a 
c a l l in g  card  w ith  the  k i l l e r ' s  name and address on i t ,  a book w ith 
names and addresses of a l l  h is  v ic tim s , a p r iv a te  d ia ry , maps, and 
even a time ta b le .  Bferenger has found j u s t  what i s  needed to  b ring  
the  k i l l e r  to  ju s t i c e .  I t  i s  simply a m atter of tak in g  th e  p ro o f to  
th e  p o lic e  s ta t io n .  Edouard, however, i s  s t i l l  so  unconcerned th a t  
he fo rg e ts  to  tak e  along the  b r ie fc a se  as they leave to  go. Even 
Bfirenger’s c lo s e s t  f r ie n d  i s  n o t on h is  s id e .
In  th e  next scene , BSrenger i s  hu rry ing  to  g e t to  the  p o lic e
s ta t io n  befo re  i t  c lo s e s . When he d iscovers th a t  Edouard has
fo rg o tte n  th e  b r ie fc a s e , he sends him back fo r  i t .  Then he i s  held  
up by a p o l i t i c a l  dem onstration  and a t r a f f i c  jam. A ll th is  
in c re a se s  h is  a n x ie ty . He t r i e s  to  e x p la in  to  th e  policemen who are 
d ire c tin g  t r a f f i c  th a t  he has a very im portan t m ission—th a t  of saving 
mankind from the  k i l l e r —b u t the  policem en are a lso  unconcerned, and 
they  d i r e c t  him j u s t  as they  d i r e c t  the  t r a f f i c .  Even the  fo rce s  of 
law and order do no t help him.
lii6Ib id ., pp. 122-123.
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F in a lly  he g e ts  through the  t r a f f i c  jam, and he f in d s  th e  
road which lead s d i r e c t ly  to  the  p o lic e  s t a t io n .  He has been ab le  
to  i n t e r e s t  no one in  h is  m ission . Now he i s  com pletely a lo n e , bu t 
here  he i s  no t surrounded by g a llo p in g  rh in o ce ro ses . He i s  no t 
surrounded even by enem ies. He i s  simply a l l  a lone . He proceeds 
down a long, d eso la te  s t r e e t  (doub tless sym bolising the  lo n e lin e s s  
of the in d iv id u a l when he i s  a p a r t  from the  crowd), becoming more 
nervous and fr ig h te n e d  as he goes. He alm ost changes h is  mind and 
goes back, th ink ing  th a t  i t  m ight be b e t te r  i f  he postpones h is  
m ission . He f e e ls  t h a t  he w i l l  a r r iv e  too  l a t e ,  anyway. A fte r  a l l ,  
only a few more people w il l  be k i l l e d  th a t  day, and r e a l ly  i t  i s  th e  
f a u l t  of th e  o th e rs  who have n o t helped  him. He becomes alm ost as 
res ig n ed  to  the  e v i l  done by th e  k i l l e r  as th e  o thers a re .
Then he encounters th e  k i l l e r  face  to  fac e , and i t  i s  to o  
l a t e  to  tu rn  back. The k i l l e r  appears to  be an i d io t ,  and th e re  i s  
no expression  o f humanity on h is  fa c e . The amazing th in g  i s  t h a t  he 
i s  sm all and w e a k . B f i r e n g e r  could  e a s i ly  k i l l  him, b u t he p re fe rs  
to  q u es tio n  him in  order to  b e t t e r  understand him. There fo llow s a 
long monologue in  which Bfirenger t r i e s  to  fathom what i s  behind th e  
k i l l e r ' s  crim es. He t e l l s  him th a t  he should not k i l l  people j u s t  
because they  have an opinion d i f f e r e n t  from h is  own and th a t  he 
should no t d estro y  mankind, fo r  a f t e r  a l l  he i s  h im self a human 
be in g . During th i s  harangue the  k i l l e r  does not say a wordj he only
11*7Ionesco  suggests an a l te rn a te  p o s s ib i l i ty  in  th e  s tage  
d ir e c t io n s :  th a t  th e re  be no a c tu a l k i l l e r  p o rtray e d . Bfirenger
sim ply speaks a lo n e . (T heatre , I I ,  162.)
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sn e e rs . Bfarenger f l a r e s  up K ith  anger and c a l ls  him an ignoran t*  
mean c re a tu re .  He takes two p i s to l s  from h is  pocket and aims a t  
him. The k i l l e r  sneers again* c o n fid e n tly , o b s tin a te ly . Bfirenger
tak e s  aim* b u t does no t f i r e .  He says th a t  he i s  weak b e fo re  th e
k i l l e r ' s  co ld  d e te rm ina tion  and ru th le s s n e s s .  Even b u l le t s  are  no 
good a g a in s t th e  r e s is ta n c e  of an i n f in i t e l y  stubborn  w i l l .  He then  
g ives up and la y s  down h is  two p is to ls *  hanging h is  head and say ing , 
"Mon Dieu, on ne p eu t r ie n  f a i r e l  . . .  Que peut-on  f a i r e  . . .  Que 
p eu t-o n  f a i r e  . . ." -^ 8
The combined e v i l  i n  l i f e  i s  too  much fo r  B^renger. He has 
t r i e d  to  c a l l  a t te n t io n  to  the  danger* b u t he i s  no t heeded. In  
Rhlnoc6ros Ionesco  po in ted  out th a t  element in  p o l i t i c a l  l i f e  which
tends to  a l ie n a te  man. In  Tueur sans gages he c a l l s  our a t te n t io n
to  any e v i l  which opposes i t s e l f  t>  man's happ iness. The o th ers  
have given in  to  t h i s  e v i l ,  b u t B lrenger remains th e  lone  in d iv id u a l 
who r e s i s t s .  There i s  q u ite  a d iffe re n c e  between th e  endings of 
th ese  two p la y s . In  Rhinoceros Bfirenger f ig h ts  back, determ ined 
n o t to  y ie ld .  In  Tueur sans gages he y ie ld s  more qu ick ly , a f t e r  
le s s  r e s is ta n c e .
However, i n  both p lay s , B^renger does hold on to  h is  b asic  
n a tu re . He does n o t pu t b l in k e rs  on h is  mind l ik e  the  o th e rs , nor 
does he t r y  to  tak e  th e  easy way o u t. He keeps h is  l u c id i ty  when 
th e  o th e rs  have given up t h e i r s .  He i s  more concerned w ith  r e a l i t y ,  
w ith  th e  f a c t s ,  w ith  t r u th ;  he does no t t r y  to  cover th is  over w ith
lli8lb id ., p. 172.
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th eo ry . He has no t adopted the  outlook of a l l  the  r e s t ,  who re fu se  
to  see th e  e v i l ,  who accep t th e  s ta tu s  quo and tu rn  a d eaf e a r  to  
any p le a  to  change i t .  He i s  very  much l ik e  th e  in to x ic a te d  man in  
Act I I I  of Tueur sans gages, who speaks out a g a in s t l a  m ire P ipe.
He, to o , th in k s  fo r  h im se lf , and he has the  courage to  speak a g a in s t 
the  g en era l opinions of h is  tim e, to  express h is  views and to  f ig h t  
fo r  them. There i s  something w ith in  him, as th e re  was w ith in  
it. de Rougemont watching th e  N ationa l S o c ia l i s t  dem onstra tion , which 
r e s i s t s  fo llow ing  the  m u ltitu d e .
But th e  l i b e r ty  to  be an in d iv id u a l c a r r ie s  w ith i t  grave 
consequences. B& renger's concern f o r  h is  fe llo w  man, fo r  th e  human 
elem ent in  l i f e ,  p laces  him in  a p o s i t io n  a p a r t  from h is  fe llo w s .
He does no t accep t th e  a t t i tu d e  of th e  crowd, and he i s  fo rced  in to  
so l i tu d e  because of i t .  He i s  th e  only one who t r i e s  to  e lim in a te  
th e  e v i l  in  l i f e ,  b u t he i s  no match fo r  the  r e s t  o f th e  w orld . He 
does no t show a lle g ia n c e  to  th e  slogans of th e  o th e rs , nor to  t h e i r  
goals in  l i f e .  He i s  a f ra id  th a t  he may lo se  h is  id e n t i ty  as a man 
and become hardened in to  a ro b o t- l ik e  c re a tu re . But th e  crowd has 
given i n  to  th a t  nm ind less, g reg a rio u s  anim alism ," which has 
rendered  them i n s e n s i t i v e .* ^  They have been a ffe c te d  by th e  
sc le ro se  bourgeo ise , which has hardened th e i r  minds in to  s e t  
a t t i tu d e s .  As a r e s u l t ,  they  have overlooked th e  dangerous fo rc e s  
around them. Worst of a l l ,  they  have given up t h e i r  conscience , 
something which B6renger r e ta in s .
1^[Anonymous], "Away from th e  Absurd," lo c .  c i t .
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In  th e  c h a ra c te r  o f B6ren g e r, Ionesco  has c re a te d  a type In  
th e  t r a d i t io n  of th e  ccmmedia d e l l 1 a r t e  and s im ila r  to  th a t  of 
C h a rlie  C haplin . He does no t show Bfirenger as being a superman, b u t 
r a th e r  an in d iv id u a l who i s  surrounded by m illio n s  of men of le s s  
s e n s i t iv i t y .^ ®  P h ilip p e  Sfinart c a l l s  BSrenger " le  d e rn ie r  des 
Hommes de Bonne Volont6 . " ^ l  Ionesco , in  an in te rv ie w , says th a t  
Bfirenger i s  a t ru e  i n t e l l e c t u a l ,  u n lik e  many people who a re  c a lle d  
in t e l l e c t u a l s ,  b u t who a re  n o t r e a l  o n e s .^ ^  I t  has been suggested 
th a t  Bfirenger re p re se n ts  Ionesco him sell'; he i s  th e  a u th o r 's  c re a tio n  
of an in d iv id u a l who a s s e r ts  h is  w i l l  w hile  everyone e lse  y ie ld s  to  
i n t e l l e c t u a l  t e r r o r i s m . T h e  c h a ra c te rs  o f Io n e sc o 's  e a r ly  p lays 
had no p a r t ic u la r  p sycho log ica l id e n t i ty ,  e i th e r  p o s i t iv e  or 
n e g a tiv e . With Bfirenger, however, he has c re a te d  a type.^51* To 
d a te , Bfirenger has appeared in  fo u r o f h is  p la y s , o f which Tueur sans 
gages i s  the  f i r s t  and Rhinoceros the second. He i s  seen  by Jacques 
Lemarchand as the  common denominator of Io n e sc o 's  dram atic  w o rk .^ ^  
B6renger i s  a man who w ishes to  e x a l t  the  human c o n d itio n , to  make 
i t  r i s e  above i t s e l f .
^® G ouhier, "Un humanisme tra g iq u e ,"  p . 82.
^ ^ P h il ip p e  S6n a r t ,  Ionesco  (P a r is :  E d itions U n iv e rs i ta ir e s ,
1961*), p . 51*.
152V ie ri Tucci, "An In te rv iew  w ith  Eugene Io n esco ,"  
M ademoiselle, L II (A p ril, 1961), p . 185.
1? 3[Anonymous], "Away from th e  Absurd," lo c . c i t .
■^^Dominique Fernandes, "Une longue p iece  de Io n esco ,"  La 
Nouvelle Revue F rangaise , VII (A p ril, 1959)i 706.
■^pJacques Lemarchand, "Eugene Io n esco ,"  B ib lio , XXXI 
(O ctober, 1963), 6 .
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Ionesco*e p la y s , and e sp e c ia l ly  these  two, a re  somewhat 
au to b io g rap h ica l in  t h a t  he exp resses h is  own a n x ie tie s  in  them. 
S h o rtly  b efo re  the  prem iere o f Tueur sans gages he sa id :  "Dans le
fond c e t te  p ie c e  e s t  1*expression  d ’une angoisse e t  d’une 
in te r ro g a t io n  dont j 1a tte n d s  moi-mfcme l a  rfiponse.1* ^ ^  He h im self 
i s  l ik e  Bfirenger, try in g  to  expose every kind of r h in o c e r i t i s :
" le s  ty rann iques l ie u x  communs du langage, l e s  rh in o cero s fan a tiq u e s  
dans le s  id 6 es , le s  rhinocfiros fam iliau x , rh in o c 6 ro s -o b je ts , 
rh in o c ^ ro s - l i t t f e ra tu re ." -^ ?  He w ishes above a l l  to  show the  
dehum anization to  which they  lead .
What Ionesco i s  r e a l ly  concerned w ith  i s  th e  b asic  man, the  
a rchetype , who has been l o s t  beneath th e  s te re o ty p e . The s te reo ty p e , 
he say s , i s  formed from ro u tin e  and clichfe, and th i s  i s  what 
se p a ra te s  man from h im selfj bu t the  archetype i s  u n iv e rs a l , t r u th ,  
a source.^-*® The man who has become l o s t  in  th e  s te re o ty p e  i s  the  
p e t i t  b o u rg eo is . He i s  narrow-minded and sh o r ts ig h te d ; he conforms, 
because he does not f e e l  h im se lf so much a p a r t  of manking of a l l  
tim e as he does of the  men of h is  own tim e. Ionesco w r i te s :  "he
p e tit-b o u rg e o is  e s t  c e lu i qu i a oublife 1*archetype pour se  p e rd re  
dans le  s t6 r6 o ty p e . L 'archetype  e s t  to u jo u rs  j e u n e ." ^ ^
■ ^G ouhier, "Eugene Io n esco ,"  La Table Ronde, No. 137 (May, 
1959), 179.
l57■^'Simone Benmussa, "Les e n se v e lis  dans l e  th e a tr e  d ’Eugine 
Io n esco ,"  C ahiers R enaud-B arrault, Nos, 22/23 (May, 1958), 202-203.
■ ^R ich ard  Schechner, "An In terv iew  w ith  Io n esco ,"  Tulane 
Drama Review, VII (S pring , 1963), 16U.
1 5 9" Io n e sc o , Notes e t  contre-notes, p . 110.
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So, i f  man g ives up h is  t ru e  n a tu re  to  become a s te re o ty p e , 
what can he be b u t a k ind  of ro b o t?  And i f  so c ie ty  i s  reduced to  a 
system in  which men are  only p a r t  o f a b a l l e t  mAcanique, what happens 
to  m an's in n e r l i f e ,  th a t  r ic h  c re a t iv e  l i f e  o f the  ntind?^® 
U n re s tr ic te d  m ental a c t iv i ty  i s  what Ionesco defends a g a in s t 
m echanization and sy s te m a tiz a tio n . He warns th a t  even c u ltu re  can 
be dangerous when i t  i s  concerned w ith only a p a r t  o f man's n a tu re , 
when i t  i s  system atized  in to  what he c a l ls  " le s  pseudo-humanismes 
d£shumanis6s, le s  regim es p o li t iq u e s  t o t a l ! t a i r e s  re tra n c h e s  de l a  
t o t a l i t y ,  le s  ty ra n n ie s  asphyxiantes a u ss i b ien  que l e s  lib feralism es 
f ig £ s  qu i ne so n t p lu s  l a  l ib e r ty ,  le s  engagements 'lib re m e n t 
c o n s e n t i s , ' auxquels n o tre  na tu re  v e r i ta b le  ne consent absolument 
p a s . " ^ -  Ionesco p lac es  h im self on the  s ide  of man's tru e  n a tu re , 
which he fe e ls  i s  a p a r t  from a l l  system s.
^ ^ S ^ n a r t ,  og. c i t . ,  p . 69.
^ ^ Io n e sc o , "Hi un DLeu, n i un D6mon," C ahiers Renaud- 
B a rra u lt, Nos. 22/23 {May, 1958), 131-132.
CHAPTER IV
AIIENATION, MALAISE, AND THE SEARCH FOR IDENTITY
The 6 p a lsseu r so c ia le  i s  what Ionesco holds re sp o n s ib le  fo r  
th e  a l ie n a t io n  o f man. Hie conduct i e  re g u la te d  w ith in  and o u ts id e  
fam ily  l i f e .  His mind i s  c o n tro lle d  by popu lar d o c tr in e s , s lo g an s, 
id6es reg u es , and system s which l im i t  f re e  m ental a c t iv i ty .
P h y s ica lly  and m entally  h is  d e s t i r y  i s  d ire c te d  by o u ts id e  fo rc e s . 
Every occupation , in  f a c t ,  a l l  e x is te n c e , w rite s  Io n esco , i s  
a l ie n a t io n ,  and we a re  a l l  a lien a ted .^ - Man, in  being  rendered  f i t  
f o r  s o c ie ty , lo se s  what i s  e s s e n t ia l  of h is  b a s ic  n a tu re .^  Men a re  
p r iso n e rs  o f s o c ia l  r e a l i t y ,  and being only s o c ia l ,  they have become 
"appauvris , a lifinS s, v id £ s ."^
U iis leav es  a vo id  in  th e  in d iv id u a l, a fe e lin g  of being 
u n re a l, of not developing a l l  h is  p o te n t ia l .  His f r u s t r a t i o n  gives 
way to  anguish , which in  Io n e sc o 's  th e a tre  u su a lly  takes the  form 
of an in d iv id u a l search ing  fo r  what Ionesco  c a l l s  "une dimension 
p e rdue ."  The anguish over being a lie n a te d  from o n e 's  r e a l  n a tu re  
i s  what Ionesco  t r i e s  to  b rin g  out in  h is  plays* " J 'a i  essayfe . . .
^Eugene Ionesco , "S e lec tio n s  from the  Jo u rn a ls ,"  t r a n s .  
R ose tte  Lamont, Yale French S tu d ie s , No. 29 (Spring-Summer, 1962), U-
^Ionesco , Notes e t  c o n tre -n o te s  (P a r is :  E d itio n s  G allim ard,
1962), p . 95. ----------------------------------
^ Ib id . , p . 71*.
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d 'e x t6 r io r i s e r  l 'a n g o ls s e  . . .  de mes personnages, . . .  de donner dea 
images c o n cre te s  . . .  de 1*a l i e n a t i o n . H i s  c h a ra c te rs , even though 
they a re  th is  anguish , f in d  i t  d i f f i c u l t  to  ex p ress . I t  i s  perhaps 
th is  d i f f i c u l t y  of h is  c h a ra c te rs  to  express th e i r  m alaise  which 
g ives r i s e  to  some o f the  absurd dialogue of h is  p la y s . A propos 
of t h i s  W allace Fowlie remarks* "The d ia logue  of Ionesco  o ften  
resem bles the monotonous whining of an anim al unable to  a r t i c u la te  
the  cause of i t s  s u f fe r in g , unable to  make i t s  s u f fe r in g  understood.
The c o n f l ic t  between the in n e r  world and th e  o u te r i s  one of 
th e  symptoms o f th is  a l ie n a t io n .  As B6renger says in  Tueur sans 
gages: " L o rs q u 'i l  n 'y  a pas un accord t o t a l  e n tre  moi du dedans e t
moi du deho rs , c ’e s t  l a  c a ta s tro p h e , l a  c o n tra d ic t io n  u n iv e rs e l le , 
l a  c a ssu re ."^  Man i s  no t r e a l ly  connected to  the  fu l ln e s s  o f l i f e ,  
to  th e  o b je c ts  around him, o r even to  h is  fe llo w s ; he i s  only 
surrounded by them. He can understand  n e ith e r  the  th in g s  o f the  
w orld nor h im se lf .^
The attem pts o f th e se  earth-bound p r iso n e rs  to  account f o r  
t h e i r  e a r th ly  co n d itio n  a re  no t e f f e c t iv e .  In  f a c t ,  most o f them
^ Ib id . ,  p . 86.
^W allace Fow lie, "The New French T h ea te r: A rtaud , B eckett,
Genet, Io n esco ,"  Sewanee Review, DCVII (Autumn, 1959), 651*.
^Ionesco , Thdfitre (P a r is :  E d itio n s  G allim ard, 1958), I I ,
73. -----------
7
R ichard Schechner, "The In n e r  and th e  Outer R e a lity ,"  Tulane 
Drama Review, VII (Spring, 1963), 192.
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a re  bo abso rbed  in  t h e i r  d a l ly  a c t i v i t i e s  t h a t  th ey  do n o t even t r y
Q
to  e x p la in  t h e i r  ra is o n  d 'e t r e .  They speak a g re a t d e a l, and 
sometimes they  exp ress th e i r  s t a te s  o f mind in  long monologues, b u t 
they  do th is  w ith  awkwardness, because they  do no t r e a l ly  understand  
them selves. They do no t speak to  express th e i r  thought or even to  
d isg u ise  i t .  They speak la rg e ly  in  an a ttem pt to  a t t a i n  something 
which i s  always escaping them. T heir arguments a re  an a ttem pt to  
convince, e i th e r  them selves or o th e rs , th a t  they  e x is t .^
l i f e ' s  banal ex is ten ce  c re a te s  o f them a s h e l l ,  and th e  
c h a ra c te rs  are  th re a te n e d  by e x tin c tio n  from the  in s id e .  T heir 
s h e l ls  a re  l ik e  something m echanical, and even t h e i r  minds p a rtak e  
of th i s  m echanical qu a lity .^®  They a re  m erely pawns of o u ts id e  
fo rc e s | th ey  a re  l ik e  puppets i n  a v a s t  b a l l e t  mfecanique.^ -  
Perhaps th e  s p e c ia l  q u a li ty  o f Io n e sc o 's  th e a tre  comes from th e  
f a c t  th a t  he i s  d ea lin g  w ith both the o u te r , m echanical elem ent o f 
h is  c h a ra c te rs—u su a lly  from a comical s tan d p o in t— and th e  in n er 
human elem ent, which he g ives as a r e a l  d im e n s io n .^  I n  h is  " t r a g ic  
f a r c e ,"  through th e  dev ices of masks, s tage  b u s in e ss , absurd d ialogue
C harles I .  G licksberg , "Ionesco and th e  A esthetic  of th e  
Absurd," The A rizona Q u a rte rly , XVIII, 293.
o
•'Marcel B rion, "Sur Io n esco ,"  Mercure de France, No. 1150 
(June, 1959), 271*.
^ S ch ech n er, 0£ . c l t . ,  p . 199*
^■Jack Murray, "Ionesco and th e  Mechanics of Memory," Tale 
French S tu d ie s , No. 29 (Spring-Summer, 1962), 82.
^ Ja c q u e s  Guicharnaud, "A World out of C on tro l: Eugene
Io n esco ,"  American S ociety  Legion of Honor Magazine,  XXXI (I960 ), 111:.
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and e ffe c ts*  he has c re a te d  f a n ta s t ic  w orlds (which; however; have 
th e i r  b a s is  in  r e a l i t y )  i n  which he shows people who a re ,  in  the  
words of Jacques Guicharnaud, “u n su ccessfu l in  transcend ing  the  
anguished consciousness of an in f e r io r  e x i s t e n c e . H e  employs h is  
s k i l l  as a d ra m a tis t to  make us f e e l  th e  in c a p a c ity  of h is  c h a ra c te rs  
to  express t h e i r  fundam ental th o u g h ts . His p lay s , according to  
W allace Fow lie, o ften  give th e  im pression  of being au to p s ie s  o f our 
unacknowledged, in v is ib le  m a n ia s .^
A ctu a lly , Io n e sc o 's  p lays a re  exorcism s of h is  cam a n x ie ty .^  
Through h im se lf , he sees o th e r men and th e i r  a n x ie tie s .  He does not 
claim  to  be unique; in  f a c t ,  he sees h is  own dreams and obsessions 
as p a r t  of th e  subconscious of a l l  men, as p a r t  o f m an's h e r i ta g e .
The fe e lin g  of human anguish which he h im self has, he f e e ls  as p a r t  
of the  human c o n d i t io n .^  Ionesco  wonders i f  we a l l  have th e  
im pression , as he does, th a t  we were meant f o r  some o ther k ind  of 
l i f e ,  ano ther w orld; "N 'avons-nous pas 1*im pression  que l e  r 6 e l  
e s t  faux , q u ' i l  ne nous conv ien t pas? que ce monde n 'e s t  pas n o tre  
v ra i m onde?"^ This world, in  which he f e e l s  a p r is o n e r , which i s  
l ik e  some kind of bad dream, has k i l l e d  h is  astonishm ent when
13I b id .
^ W allace  Fow lie, "New Plays of Ionesco  and Genet," Tulane 
Drama Review, V (September, I960), p . kS*
1% b id .
•̂ b i d . ,  pp.
17Ionesco, Notes e t  contre-notes, pp. 91-92.
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confron ted  w ith  ex is ten ce  and l e f t  in  i t s  p lace  fa t ig u e  and boredom. 
This i s  what he would l ik e  to  escape from* "Je  voudrais me 
d ^ b a rra sse r , une f o i s ,  de ce monde de r§ v e , de ce rSve d 'un  monde 
qu i f a i t  que finalem en t mon fitonnement se f a t ig u e ,  s 'S v a n o u it dans 
l 'h a b i tu e l  e t  que j 'a t t e i n s  l 'e n n u i ,  l 'in q u if i tu d e , l'accab lem ent."^®
I n  a sh o r t  essay  e n t i t le d  "Mes p ie c e s  e t  m oi," he w r ite s  o f
two b a s ic  s ta te s  of consciousness of which he i s  aware: " c e lle s  de
1 ’fevanescence [ e t j  de l a  lo u rd eu rj du v ide  e t  du tro p  de p resence;
de l a  tran sparence  i r r 6 e l l e  du monde e t  de son opacitfe; de l a  lum iere
e t  des t6nebres € p a is se s ."  The evanescent s t a t e  r e s u l t s  in  a fe e lin g
of euphoria , of refound l i b e r ty ,  of l ig h tn e s s .  But t h i s  s t a te  of
consciousness, th i s  happ iness , " c e t 6m erveillem ent d 'S t r e ,"  i s  very
r a r e .  Most o f te n  th e  opposite  fe e lin g  tak es  hold of him:
La l£g&ret6 se mue en lo u rd eu r; l a  tran sparence  en & paisseur; 
l e  monde pese; 1*u n iv ers  m '^craee . Un rid eau , un mur 
in f ra n c h is sa b ie  s 'in te rp o s e  e n tre  moi e t  le  monde, e n tre  moi 
e t  moi-m8me, l a  m atie re  re m p lit to u t ,  prend to u te  l a  p la c e , 
a n S a n tit to u te  l ib e r ty  sous son p o id s , 1 'horizon  se r ^ t r f i c i t ,  
le  monde d ev ien t un cacho t f i t o u f f a n t . t ?
He f e e ls  th a t  he i s  l iv in g  in  a w orld of u g lin e s s , w hile  h is  
so u l longs fo r  beau ty : " J 1a tten d s  que l a  beautd vienne un jo u r
il lu m in e r , rend re  tra n sp a re n ts  le s  murs so rd ides de ma p riso n  
qu o tid ien n e . Mes chaCnes so n t l a  la id e u r ,  l a  t r i s t e s s e ,  l a  m isSre,
on
la  v i e i l l e s s e  e t  l a  m ort."  He i s  d i s s a t i s f i e d  w ith  h is  s t a t e ,  and
l8 I b id . ,  p .  1 9 J4.
19I b id . ,  pp . IU0- I I4I .
2QIbld.,  pp. 200-201.
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he looks fo r  some o th e r . He has a vague n o s ta lg ia  o f some o th e r world 
("un a i l l e u r s " ) ,  from which he f e e ls  sep a ra ted  and which he m isse s . 
This s t a te  of being i l l  a t  ease in  l i f e  he has expressed  very  w e ll 
i n  a lengthy  a r t i c l e  fo r  th e  Jo u rn a l de MStaphysique e t  de m orale, 
from which I  give the  fo llow ing  passage:
Je  ne me sens pas to u t  a f a i t  a p p a r te n ir  au monde. Je  
ne s a is  pas a  qu i le  monde d o i t  a p p a r te n ir ,  e t  cependant 
j e  ne me vendrai n i ne vend ra i le  monde a personne. Si je  
me sens to u t  de meme un peu d ' i c i ,  c 'e s t  simplement parce 
que, a fo rce  d 'e x i s t e r ,  j 'e n  a i  p r i s  1 'h a b itu d e . J ' a i  p lu tS t  
I 1im pression  que je  s u is  d ’a i l l e u r s .  S i je  sa v a is  quel e s t  
c e t  a i l l e u r s ,  ca i r a i t  b ie n  raieux. Je  ne v o is  pas comment on 
peu t rfipondre a l a  q u e s tio n . Le f a i t  d 'S tre  h a b its  p a r une 
n o s ta lg ie  incom prehensible s e r a i t  to u t  de ra&me l e  signe q u ' i l  
y  a un a i l l e u r s .  Cet a i l l e u r s  e s t ,  p e u t-f itre , s i  j e  pu is d i r e ,  
un " i d "  que j e  ne re tro u v e  pas; p e u t-S tre  ce que j e  cherche 
n 'e s t  pas i c i .  C erta in s ont r^pondu ou ont c ru  pouvoir 
rfipondre e t  donner l a  s o lu t io n . J ' e n  s u is  heureux pour eux 
e t  je  l e s  f ^ l i c i t e .  Je  c o n s ta te  done to u t  simplement que 
je  s u is  l a ,  ce " je "  d i f f i c i l e  a d f if in ir , e t  c ' e s t  b ien  pour 
exprim er, pour f a i r e  p a r t  de mon 6tonnement e t  de ma n o s ta lg ie  
que j ' f i c r i s . ^ l
Ionesco endows seme of h is  c h a ra c te rs  w ith  h is  own m ala ise . 
These a re  the  ex cep tio n a l ones, however, f o r  he sees most people ae 
being  too  in s e n s i t iv e  to  be aware of any m ala ise . Most of h is  
c h a ra c te rs  a re  re s ig n ed  to  the  w orld as i t  i s .  They make no 
com plaient; they a re ,  l ik e  th e  Smiths and the  M artins, q u i te  a t  
home i n  t h e i r  ro u tin e  w orld, where they b e lie v e  them selves f u l f i l l e d .  
Not a l l ,  however. There are  some who a re  no t re s ig n e d , who r e a l iz e  
t h a t  something i s  wrong, even though they  can not grasp  ex ac tly  
what i t  i s .  These a re  th e  most memorable personages c re a te d  by
2^Ionesco, ''L 'a u teu r  e t  ses problAmes," Revue de M6taphysique 
e t  de m orale, LXVTII (October-Deeember, 1?63)» IjIT"
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Ionesco . This anguish and s u f fe r in g , which M arcel B rian r e f e r s  to  as 
nl a  r e s ig n a t io n  dAseopArAe," i s  seen  by some to  be th e  h e a r t  o f h is  
t h e a t r e .22
The e a r l i e s t  appearance of an lonescan  c h a ra c te r  who openly
expressed h is  m alaise  was AmAdAe in  Io n e sc o 's  f i r s t  f u l l - le n g th  p lay ,
AmAdAe, ou Comment s 'e n  dA barraaser, which was f i r s t  perform ed in  195k.
The in n e r  l i f e  of AmAdAe has been alm ost k i l l e d  by th e  humdrum
a c t iv i t i e s  o f h is  u n ev en tfu l l i f e .  This has r e s u l te d  in  a s t a t e  of
consciousness very  s im ila r  to  Io n e sc o 's  one of fe e lin g  heavy and
im prisoned in  th e  w orld . Note, in  Act I ,  how AmAdAe exp resses th is
f e e l in g :  "Je me sens fa tiguA , fa tig u A . Je  su is  rompu, lo u rd , je
digAre m al, j ' a i  l 'e s to m ac  ballonnA , j ' a i  sommeil to u t  l e  tem ps."2^
This f e e l in g  of f a t ig u e ,  o f being broken by th e  w orld, i s  expressed
a t  o th e r  p o in ts  in  th e  p lay  by AmAdAe. In  th e  dream sequence in  Act
I I  AmAdAe sees h im self as he once was, when th e  w orld was a l l
l ig h tn e s s  to  him, and compares th i s  to  the  heav iness he now f e e l s :
"Le temps e s t  lo u rd . Le monde A pais. Les annAes brAves. Les 
2lisecondes l e n te s ."  H He f e e l s  th a t  he has become a d i f f e r e n t  person , 
and he says, "Je ne su is  p lus moi-mAme.
AmAdAe's w ife , M adeleine, d riv es h e r s e l f  a l l  the  time in  her 
work, and she expects AmAdAe to  do th e  same. Since he i s  a w r i te r ,
22B rion, oj>. c i t . ,  p . 277*
2^Ionesco, ThAStre, I ,  21*2.
2jf rb id . ,  p . 289.
2SIb id ., p. 297.
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abe t o l l a  him, "Vas-y, t r a v a i l l e ,  A cris te a  c h e fs -d 'o e u v re l"2^
AmAdAe does h is  b e s t ,  com plaining of th e  d i f f i c u l ty  o f w rit in g  in
such a s t i f l i n g  atm osphere, bu t saying th a t  n ev e rth e less  he w i l l  t r y ,
When he s i t s  down a t  h is  w r i t in g  t a b l e ,  he can  n o t w r i te .  H is w ife
c a l l s  him a  f a in e a n t ,  because  she can  see  him doing n o th in g . She i s
no t concerned w ith  h is  in n e r  l i f e ;  to  h e r i t  i s  only th e  e x te r io r
world th a t  coun ts .
«
AmAdAe can  n o t keep up w ith  the  d a ily  ro u t in e , he can never
remember where th in g s  a re  k e p t, he can not organize and a c t
e f f i c i e n t ly .  His w ife  t e l l s  him:
Tu ne s a is  jam ais od tu  mets te s  a f f a i r e s .  Tu perda le s  
t r o i s  q u a rts  de to n  temps A l e s  chercher, A f o u i l l e r  dans 
l e s  t i r o i r s ,  j e  te  l e s  trouve sous le s  l l t s ,  n 'im p o rte  od.
Tu en trep rends to u jo u rs  un ta s  de choses que tu  n'achAves 
jam ais. Tu abandonnes te s  p r o je t s .  Tu l ic h e s  tout.^7
He sim ply can n o t summon any w i l l  power to  perform  th e  ta sk s  o f d a ily
l iv in g .  He i s  a s e n s i t iv e  being in  a m echanical environment which i s
no t i n  keeping w ith  h is  n a tu re , so  he s u f f e r s .
AmAdAe i s  an embryonic BArenger, a l a t e r  c re a t io n , who has
been c a lle d  Io n e s c o 's  f i n e s t .  C harles I .  Q licksberg has w r i t te n i
" In  the  c h a ra c te r  o f BArenger . . .  th e  weary, th e  bo red , b u t th e
' u n reco n c iled , we g e t the major symptoms of the modern malady of 
2fia l ie n a t io n ."  Through BArenger, Ionesco  g ives vo ice  to  h is  own
26E b id ., p .  2 1 * 3 .
27I b id . ,  p . 273.
p C
*°G licksberg, og. c l t . ,  p . 302.
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awareness of th e  s ick n ess  of l i f e . ^  Bftrenger has le a rn e d  from 
experience  th a t  we a re  c e r ta in ly  not l iv in g  in  a golden age. He 
has g iven  up h is  i l lu s io n s  and has done h is  b e s t to  a d ju s t to  h is  
m ediocre e x is te n c e .-^
This i s  the  way Bftrenger i s  in  h is  f i r s t  appearance in  an
Ionesco  p la y , Tueur sans gages, f i r s t  perform ed in  1959.^" When be
i s  being shown around the  ra d ia n t  c i t y  in  Act I ,  he compares th is
b e a u tifu l  c i t y  o f l i g h t  w ith  the  c i ty  where he l iv e s :
Je  sa v a is  q u ' i l  e x i s t a i t  dans n o tre  v i l l e  sombre, au m ilieu  
de ses q u a r t ie r s  de d e u il ,  de poussi& re, de boue, ce beau 
q u a r t ie r  c l a i r ,  c e t  arrondissem ent hors c la s s e , avec des 
rues e n so le illA e s , des avenues r u is s e la n te s  de lum idre . . .  
c e t te  c itA  ra d ie u se  dans l a  c lt6 .3 2
He coop a re s  t h i s  w ith  h is  gloomy ap a rtm en t: "Dans mon q u a r t i e r ,
chez oo i p lu s p a r tic u li^ re m e n t, to u t  e s t  humide: l e  charbon, le
p a in , l e  v e n t, l e  v in , le a  m urs, 1 'a i r ,  e t  m%ae le  feu ."3 3  He i s
d L ssa tis f ie d  w ith  h is  l i f e ,  and he yearns f a r  ano ther: " J 'a i
te lle m e n t beso in  d 'une  a u tre  v ie ,  d 'une nouvelle  v ie  . . .  d ' un
a u tre  cadre . . .  d 'u n  a u tre  d6cor, d 'une  ambiance qu i c o rre sp o n d ra it
& une nAcessitA in t& rieu re , q u i s e r a i t ,  en quelque s o r te  . . .  le
29Q licksberg , The S e lf  in  Modern L ite ra tu re  (U n iv ers ity  
Park: The Pennsylvanie S ta te  U n iv e rs ity  P re ss , 1963), p . 113.
^P lerre-A im A  Tcuchard, "Deux bStes de thAAtre: Anouilh e t  
Io n esco ,"  La Nef, No. 27 (A p ril, 1959), 81.
^ T h is  p lay  i s  a ls o  d iscussed  in  Chapter I I I ,  pp. 81-82, and 
pp. 103-105.
•^Ionesco , T hea tre , I I ,  65.
^•^Ibid., p . 68.
ja i l l i s s e m e n t ,  l e  prolongem ent de 1 'un i v e rs  du dedans."3 *̂
He t e l l s  the a r c h i te c t  th a t  he i s  d i f f e r e n t  from th e  o th e rs ,
because he i s  aware o f  the  sickness of l i f e :
D epuis des ann&es e t  des annftes, de l a  n e ig e  s a l e ,  un v e n t 
a ig r e ,  un c l im a t sans 6gard  pour l e s  c rfeatu res . . .  des ru e s ,  
des m aisons, des q u a r t i e r s  e n t i e r s ,  des gens pas v ra im en ts  
m alheureux, c ' e s t  p i r e ,  des gens n i  heureux n i  m alheureux, 
l a i d s ,  p a rc e  q u ' i l s  ne s o n t  n i  l a id s  n i  beaux, des H r e s  
t r i s te m e n t  n e u tr e s ,  n o s ta lg iq u e s  sans n o s ta lg ie s ,  camme 
in c o n s c ie n ts ,  s o u f f r a n t  inco n sc ieam en t d 'e x i s t e r .  Mais mci 
j 'a v a l s  co n sc ien ce  du m a la ise  de l 1e x is te n c e .  P eu t-fc tre  
p a rc e  q u i j e  s u is  p lu s  i n t e l l i g e n t ,  ou mains i n t e l l i g e n t  an 
c o n t r a i r e ,  moins sa g e , moins r6 s ig n 6 , moins p a t i e n t .  E s t-c e  
un d 6 fa u t?  E s t-c e  une q u a l i t i ? 3-*
He th e n  speaks o f a warmth which once pervaded  h is  l i f e ,  an "6 la n
v i t a l , " an " fr ta t  lum Lneux," which he has somehow l o s t  th ro u g h  the
y e a r s .  He i s  n o t su re  j u s t  w hat t h i s  w as, h is  memory o f  i t  i s  so
dim, and i t  was so lo n g  ago t h a t  he f e l t  i t :  " C 'e s t  t e l l  ement
ancien que j ' a i  presque oublift, q u ' i l  me semble q u ' i l  s ’a g i t  d 'une
i l lu s io n ;  p o u rta n t ce ne peu t $ tre  une i l lu s io n  puisque j 'e n
ressen s  te rr ib le m e n t 1 ' ab sen ce ."3^  But s ince  th a t  happy tim e,
" c 'e s t  l e  p e r p i tu e l  novembre, crfipuscu le  p e rp e tu a l ,  c r6 p u sc u le  du
m a tin , c rftp u scu le  de m in u it ,  c rfipuscu le  de m id i ." 37 The only  th in g
which h a s  k e p t him going  a l l  th e s e  y e a rs  i s  th e  so u v en ir  o f  t h i s
happy s t a t e ,  b u t  by now t h i s  i s  only  th e  memory o f a  memory. The
o r ig in a l  memory was no t strong  enough to  r e s i s t  tim e.
% b i d . ,  p . 73.
3̂ *1 b id . , p . 7l|.
36r b i d „  pp. 75-76.
37Ib id ., p. 79.
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The a r c h i te c t ,  however, can see no th ing  wrong w ith  B4renger, 
a t  l e a s t  no t p h y s ic a lly :  "Vous av e t l 1a i r  b ien  p o r t  a n t,  quoi quo
vous en d i s i e s ,  e t  malgrfe v o tre  n in e  d ic o n f i te l  Vous 3 te a  s a in  
d 1e s p r i t  e t  de c o rp s1”-^  But B&renger t e l l s  him th a t  he does no t 
r e a l ly  touch upon th e  r e a l  tro u b le s  "Les maux dont Je  so u ffre  ne 
so n t pas ap p aren ts , i l s  so n t th6ariqu .es, s p i r i t u e l s . T h e  a r c h i te c t  
i s  th e  average man, who does no t see  beyond what i s  im m ediately 
ap p reh en sib le . He does no t go beyond a mere su rfa c e  r e a l i t y .
Bftrenger reappears in  Rhinoceros, which was perform ed the  
fo llow ing  y e a r . He i s ,  l ik e  the  f i r s t  Bdrenger and l ik e  Am6d6e, a 
man who can never keep h im self to g e th e r . He i s  unkempt; h is  h a ir  i s  
n o t combed, hiB shoes a re  no t sh ined , and he la c k s  a t i e .  He complains 
to  h is  f r ie n d  Jean  th a t  he i s  bored , and th a t  he i s  no t made fo r  h is  
work. I n  f a c t ,  he i s  n o t accustomed to  l i f e ,  which he f e e l s  has 
se p a ra ted  him from h im se lf . He rem arks, " C 'e s t  une chose anormale de 
Y iv re .”^  He seeks escape in  a lco h o l and daydreams. He says th a t  he 
d rin k s because o f h is  anguish: "S i j e  ne b o is  p a s , ca ne va p as.
C 'e s t  comme s i  j 'a v a i s  peur . . .  des ango isses d i f f i d l e s  a d f if in ir .
Je  me sens mal k l ' a i s e  dans 1*e x is te n c e , parmi le e  gens, a la r s  je  
prends un v s r r e .  Cela me calme, c e la  me d6tend, j 'o u b l i e . " ^ -  He 
goes on to  say th a t  he has been t i r e d  f o r  y e a rs , th a t  he has d i f f i c u l ty
3® lb id ., p . 92.
39I b ld .
onesco, Th6&tre, I I I ,  2J*.
^ I b i d . ,  p . 23.
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J u s t  ca rry in g  the  w eight o f h is  own bocfcr, th a t  he no lo n g er f e e ls  l ik e  
h im se lfi "Je sens 4 chaque in s t a n t  mon co rps , corane s ' i l  6 t a i t  de 
plomb, ou comme s i  je  p o r ta ls  un a u tre  honme s u r  l e  dos. Je  ne me 
su is  pas habitufe 4 moi-mfime. J e  ne s a ls  pas s i  je  s u is  m o i ." ^  
However, d rink ing  l ib e r a t e s  him fi*ani h is  heavy e x is te n c e : "l)4s que
j e  b o is  un peu, l e  fa rd eau  dLspar& lt, e t  j e  me rec o n n a is , j e  deviens 
a o i . " ^  He does n o t f e e l  a t  hone i n  h is  s o c ia l  i d e n t i ty j  he i s  
h im se lf only when he escapes from i t .  But where i s  h is  r e a l  s e l f ?
I t  i s  n o t i n  th e  f a c e t  o f h is  p e rs o n a li ty  th a t  he shows to  o th e rs , 
b u t somewhere e ls e .
J u s t  as Io n e s c o 's  s e n s i t iv e  c h a ra c te rs  a re  n o t su c c e ss fu l in  
accustoming them selves to  t h e i r  e a r th ly  c o n d itio n , so  a re  they  
u n su ccessfu l in  accounting  fo r  t h e i r  id e n t i ty .  T h eir r e a l  na tu re  
does n o t conform to  t h e i r  o u ter s e l f .  They wander about as i f  i n  a 
dream and search  f o r  id e n t i ty —in  th e i r  memories o f ch ildhood, in  
th e i r  w ishes and dream w orlds, i n  t h e i r  w o rr ie s , th e i r  m is takes .
They do no t know f o r  c e r ta in  who they a re .  Sometimes, even i n  th e  
course of a scene, they  change t h e i r  c h a ra c te r  and th e i r  b e h a v io r .^  
But th e  id e n t i ty  f o r  which they a re  look ing  i s  only a myth, f o r  one 
day i s  l i k e  an o th e r. D aily  l i f e  o f fe rs  only a  rebeg inn ing  in  a  
p r e - s e t  p a tte rn  o f  l i f e .  So, as Roger Kempf has expressed  i t ,
k̂ Ibld.
^Tbid.
^G eorges Anex, "Ionesco , l e  medium," Cahiera R enaud-B arrau lt, 
No. 29 (February, I9 6 0 ), 67 .
11*6
"on deaeure suspendu e n tre  l e  Tide e t  l a  p ro fu s io n , l e  dA faut e t  l a  
puretA , ta n d le  que l e  langage se  rAvAle im puissan t k exprim er c e t te  
te n s io n .
The d i f f i c u l ty  in  p inn ing  down id e n t i ty  i s  one reaso n  why
Ionesco  has chosen to  w r ite  as he does. He has no d e f in i te  p lo ts
which can cone to  a n ea t conclusion* and h is  c h a ra c te rs  have no
d e f in i te  id e n t i ty .  As he says in  an a r t i c l e  i n  A rts i n  1953:
Pas d 'i n t r ig u e ,  a lo r s ,  pas d » a rch itec tu re*  pas d'Anigmes k 
rAsoudre raais de l 'in c o n n u  in so lub le*  pas de carac t& res, des 
personnages sans id e n t i ty  ( i l s  dev iennent, 1 to u t  in s ta n t*  
le  c o n tr a ir e  d'eux-m&nes, i l s  p rennent l a  p lace  des a u tre s  
e t  v ice  v e rs a ) : simplement une s u i te  sans su ite*  un
enchainemenl f o r t u i t ,  sans r e l a t io n  de cause a  e ffe t*  
d 'a v e n tu re s  in e x p lic a b le s  ou d 1 A t a t s  Amotifs, ou un 
enchevAtrement in d e s c r lp tib le *  mais v ivant*  d1 in te n t io n s , 
de mouvements* de p assions sans unitA* pJ.ongeant dans l a  
c o n tra d ic t io n : c e la  p eu t p a r a i t r e  tra g iq u e , c e la  peu t
p a r a i t r e  caoique* ou l e s  deux k l a  fo is*  c a r  Je  ne s u is  pas 
en mesure de d is tiQ g u er l e  d e rn ie r  du p rem ier. J e  ne veux 
que t r a d u ire  l 'in v ra is e m b la b le  e t  l ' i n s o l i t e *  mon uni v e r s .
R ichard Schechner makes th e  s ta tem en t, "Who am I ?  i s  th e  
c e n tr a l  q u e s tio n  o f Io n e sc o 's  d ra m a tu rg y ."^  This i s  th e  theme which 
runs through h is  every p lay . Ionesco  endows h is  c h a ra c te rs  w ith  
p e r s o n a l i t ie s  which a re  so  fragm ented th a t  th e re  i s  no p e r s i s te n t  
sense o f i d e n t i t y . T h q y  a re  made up of a s e r ie s  o f memories* o f 
a m u ltitu d e  of selves*  both in n e r  and o u te r—d if f e r e n t  f o r  everyone
^ R o g er Kempf, "L'hcmme e t  l a  femme dans l 'e s p a c e  d'EugAne 
Io n esco ,"  Rcmanische Forschungen, LXXII (I9 6 0 ), 96.
^ Io n e s c o ,  Notes e t  c o n tre -n o te s , pp . 13&-137*
p . 296.
^ S ch ech n er, og. c l t .* p . 202.
^ G lic k sb e rg , "Ionesco and the  A esthe tic  of th e  Absurd,"
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who looks a t  them, and s t i l l  d i f f e r e n t  to  them selves—and they  a re  
a l l  changing* l e t  each of h is  c h a ra c te rs  i s  t ry in g  to  e s ta b l is h  an 
id e n t i ty .  They t r y  to  r e la te  them selves to  th e  th in g s of the  
m a te r ia l w orld , to  t h e i r  p o ssess io n s , to  th e i r  way of l i f e ,  and to  
the id eas  o f t h e i r  p a r t ic u la r  s o c ie ty . But each a ttem p t f a i l s  to  
g ive  them th e  l o s t  dimension th a t  they  a re  looking  f o r .  They f i l l  
t h e i r  l iv e s  w ith  a c t i v i t y ,  b u t they  are  unable  to  re so lv e  th e  
c o n f l ic t  between th e  em ptiness o f t h e i r  in n e r  l iv e s  and th e  fu l ln e s s  
which th e  world o u tsid e  o ffe rs  them. ̂
Ifhat causes so much of th e  an x ie ty  of Io n e sc o 's  c h a ra c te rs , 
according to  R ichard Schechner, i s  o n to lo g ic a l in s e c u r i ty .  This i s  
th e  in d iv id u a l 's  r e a l iz a t io n  th a t  he does n o t know who he i s ;  and 
because he lac k s  a firm  c e n tra l  sense of id e n t i ty ,  " the  world around 
him crum bles, becomes In s o i l  t e . " ^  This tenuousness of id e n t i ty  i s  
expressed  perhaps b e s t  o f  a l l  in  Io n e sc o 's  dramaturgy in  Victim es 
du devo ir and Lee C haises, two o f h is  e a r l i e s t  p la y s .
I n  Yictim es du devoir Ionesco  shows j u s t  how d i f f i c u l t —- if  
no t im possib le—i t  i s  to  lo c a te  th e  r e a l  s e l f .  The main c h a ra c te r , 
Choubert, i s  fo rced  by a  d e tec tiv e -p sy ch o an a ly st to  look f o r  h is  
id e n t i ty  by going back in to  h is  p a s t .  He i s  g iven  the duty o f 
f in d in g  a c e r ta in  U allo t#  who re p re se n ts  what th e  d e te c tiv e  conceives 
to  be C h cu b ert's  i d e n t i ty .  Choubert re tu rn s  to  childhood and looks 
fo r  U a llo t as f a r  back as the womb, b u t he can no t f in d  him. All he
^ S c h ec h n er, eg. c l t . ,  p . 192.
% b i d . ,  p . 202.
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can f in d  a re  fragm ents o f th e  many se lv e s  th a t  he has been.
The d e te c tiv e  re p re se n ts  the  schoo l o f thought which aesumeB 
t h a t  each person  has a d i s t in c t  p e rso n a lity *  b u t he does n o t r e a l iz e  
t h a t  th is  p e rs o n a li ty  i s  something seen  from an im p erfec t n o tio n  of 
r e a l i t y .  Choubert does n o t see h im self as th e  o th ers  do. He has 
h is  memories* h is  dreams* h is  d esires*  and fea rs*  which th e  o th ers  
can no t s e e . N evertheless* th e  d e te c tiv e  i s  detenzLned th a t  
Choubert s h a l l  f in d  a d e f in i te  id e n tity *  and he dom inates him in  
o rder to  make him f in d  U a llo t . He i n s i s t s  th a t  th e re  a re  tro u s  in  
C houbert's  memory and th a t  U a llo t i s  h id ing  somewhere i n  th ese  h o les . 
As po in ted  ou t by Ur. Schechner* " th e  n e t r e s u l t  o f  [ t h i s  p a r t ic u la r  
k ind  ofJ p sychoanalysis i s  ty ranny . The p a t ie n t  i s  to r tu re d  because 
he can no t f in d  what the  doctor i s  look ing  f o r . " ^
Even though se v e ra l a sp ec ts  of t h i s  p lay  (which Ionesco  holds 
to  be h is  f a v o r i te )  have already  been d i s c u s s e d ,^  i et  us here 
b r i e f ly  review  i t  i n  the  l i g h t  o f th e  no tion  of a s t a t i c  id e n t i ty .
Even near th e  beginning of the  p la y , ju s t  a f t e r  th e  d e te c tiv e  
e n te rs  and o rders Choubert t o  t e l l  him about U allot* Madeleine* 
try in g  to  ex p la in  h e r  husband 's nervousness and su rp rise*  t e l l s  the  
d e tec tiv e*  "Vous ne l e  connaissez pas sous c e t  a s p e c t . " ^  The 
d e te c tiv e  shows Choubert a p o r t r a i t  of U a llo t—a man of middle age*
% b l d .* p . 203.
to
V*ctim es du devo ir i s  a ls o  t r e a te d  in  C hapter I I ,  pp. 6U-69, 
and i n  Chapter IV, p p .^11*9-15iu
-’■^Ionesco, T h 6 itre , I ,  190.
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n o t to o  d i f f e r e n t  from  Choubert} a  man who has been  n e a t ly  c a ta lo g u e d  
i n  th e  g e n e ra l scheme of th in g s}  a  be in g  who has even been  g iv en  a 
number (58,611*). C houbert does n o t re c o g n ise  h im se lf  i n  t h i s  l i g h t ,  
so  th e  d e te c t iv e  ta k e s  more d i r e c t  m easu res. He f o rc e s  C houbert to  
descend in to  h is  p a s t  to  t r y  to  f in d  U a l lo t .  He th e n  d i r e c t s  
C houbert i n  th e  fo rc e d  s e a rc h ,  b u t  C houbert does n o t always f in d  i t  
easy  t o  do a s  d i r e c te d .  He f in d s  i t  d i f f i c u l t  to  s ta y  on th e  narrow  
t r a c k  w hich th e  d e te c t iv e  la y s  o u t f o r  him ; he much p r e f e r s  to  go o f f  
on a l l  s o r t s  of s id e  p a th s  o f h is  own—in to  l i t t l e  h idden  p a r t s  o f  
h i s  memory, where b i t s  o f h i s  t r u e  n a tu re  a r e ,  b u t  where h is  s o c ia l  
s id e  i s  n o t .  The d e te c t iv e ,  how ever, i s  concerned  on ly  w ith  t h i s  
s o c ia l  s e l f ,  which he  co n ce iv es  to  be th e  com plete man. He does n o t 
c a re  f o r  C h o u b e rt 's  in n e r  n a tu re ;  "Tes h i s t o i r e s  p e r s o n n e l le s ,  on 
s 'e n  b a lan ce  I I I  n 'y  a  que U a llo t  d 'i n t 6 r e s s a n t  dans to u te  I 1a f f a i r e .  
T 'e n  f a i s  pas  pour l e  r e s t e ,  j e  t e  d is ." ^ *
The r e s u l t  o f t h i s  s e s s io n  o f p sy c h o a n a ly s is  i s  t h a t  C houbert 
does n o t f in d  U a l lo t ,  a lth o u g h  he does f in d  p a r t s  o f  h i s  r e a l  n a tu re .  
The d e te c t iv e  i s  d isa p p o in te d  w ith  C h o u b e rt 's  e f f ta r ts ,  and t e l l s  him 
t h a t  he d id  n o t  r e a l l y  t r y ,  t h a t  he has n o t been w e ll  b ro u g h t up , 
t h a t  he has  n o t s tu c k  to  h i s  d u ty . H is w ife  t e l l s  him t h a t  he  sim ply 
does n o t have a sense  o f r e a l i t y .  But t h i s ,  o f c o u rse , i s  t h e i r  
co n cep tio n  o f r e a l i t y ,  w hich Io n esco  c a u tio n s  m ust n o t be in te r p r e te d  
to o  n arro w ly , f o r  i t  may become a n o th e r  l im i t in g  fo rc e  over m a n .
% b i d . ,  p . 207.
^ I o n e s c o  se e s  r e a l is m  as  an o th e r  a l ie n a t in g  fo rc e :  "Ce
r6 a lism e  ali& ne l'hcmme de s a  p ro fo n d eu r q u i e s t  l a  tro isi& m e
052
Choubert le  fo rced  to  e a t  huge cruB ts o f b read  which a re  designed  to  
make him grow up according to  t h e i r  image of him and to  f i l l  the  
h o les  i n  h is  memory as they  w ish to  do. But a c tu a l ly  th i s  p rocess 
w i l l  se rve  to  e lim in a te  the  l i t t l e  p a r ts  of h is  r e a l  s e l f  which s t i l l  
rem ain hidden*
At t h i s  p o in t in  th e  p la y , i t  seems as i f  Choubert i s  to  be
rescu ed , f o r  a  new c h a ra c te r  e n te r s :  N icolas d 'E u . N icolas argues
w ith  th e  d e te c tiv e  about id e n t i ty  and i t s  p lac e  in  th e  th e a t r e .
(In  the  meantime, Choubert i s  s t i l l  try in g  to  e a t  th e  huge c ru s ts  of
b read , which th e  d e te c tiv e  does n o t s to p  try in g  to  fo rc e  down h is
t h r o a t . ) N icolas t e l l s  th e  d e te c tiv e  t h a t  he dreams o f an
i r r a t i o n a l i s t  th e a t r e ,  one which i s  no t A r is to te l ia n .  He s ta te s
th a t  the  th e a tre  o f today i s  a  p r iso n e r  o f i t s  o ld  forms and th a t
i t  has no t gone p a s t  a shallow  psychology: "Le th d fitre  a c tu e l  . . .
ne correspond pas au s ty le  c u l tu r e l  de n o tre  6poque, 11 n 'e s t  pas
en accord avec 1*ensemble des m an ife s ta tio n s  de 1*e s p r i t  de n o tre
t e m p s . N i c o l a s  goes on to  say what he would do to  improve i t :
Nous abandonnerons l e  p r in c ip e  de 1*id e n t i ty  e t  de 1 'un itA  
des c a ra c te re s ,  au p r o f i t  du mouvement, d 'une  psycho log ic  
dynamique. . . .  Nous ne soomes pas nous-oAmes. . . .  La 
personnalitA  n 'e x is te  p a s . I I  n 'y  a  en nous que des fo rc e s  
c o n tra d ic to ire s  ou non c o n tr a d ic to ir e s .  . . .  Les c a ra c te re s  
p e rd en t le u r  forme dans 1 ' inform e du d ev en ir. Chaque 
personnage e s t  moins lui-m&me que 1 ’a u t r e .57
dim ension in d isp en sab le  & p a r t i r  de la q u e l le  l'homane commence St 
A tre v r a i . "  (Notes e t  c o n tre -n o te s , pp . 17U-175*)
-^ Ionesco , ThA itre, I ,  226.
57Ib id ., pp. 226-227.
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The d e te c t iv e ,  though, rem ains a firm  A r is to te l ia n :  "Je
demeure, quant & moi, a ris to t6 liq u e m e n t lo g iq u e , f id d le  avec moi- 
m§me, f id d le  It mon d ev o ir, respectueux  de meg c h e fs . Je  ne c ro is  
pas & l 'a b s u rd e ,  to u t  e s t  coheren t, to u t  dev ien t com prehensible . . .  
gr&ce k I 1 e f f o r t  de l a  pensde humaine e t  de l a  s c i e n c e . T h e s e  
a re  th e  co n d itio n s under which he pursues M allo t, and under which he 
w i l l  pursue him u n t i l  the  end. BJe  do is to u t  de mdme b ien  sa v o ir  oil 
se cache M allo t. . . .  I I  n 'y  a pas d 'a u t r e  mdthode."*’?
N icolas t e l l s  th e  d e te c tiv e  th a t  he i s  a f o o l ,  and a q u a rre l  
ensues, which becomes heated  to  such a p o in t th a t  an e le c t r i fy in g  
te n s io n  i s  c re a te d  on th e  s ta g e . The d e te c tiv e  fe a rs  fo r  h is  l i f e ,  
and w e ll  he may, f o r  i n  th e  end N icolas s t r ik e s  him dead w ith  a k n ife . 
The d e te c t iv e  d ie s  a v ic tim  o f d u ty , a t  l e a s t  as he saw i t .  I t  would 
seem th a t  now poor C houbert's  t ro u b le s  a re  a t  an end, b u t t h i s  i s  n o t 
th e  c a se , fo r  N icolas has h is  id ea s  about id e n t i ty ,  and now he wishes 
to  tak e  over th e  s i tu a t io n .  He begins where th e  d e te c tiv e  l e f t  o f f  
and o rders Choubert to  e a t th e  c ru s t  ag a in , to  f i l l  what he conceives 
to  be the  ho les in  C h o u b ert's  memory.
So, Choubert s u f fe rs  because he can no t f in d  a d i s t i n c t  M allo t, 
as th e  d e te c tiv e  wanted him to ,  nor can he f in d  a  dynamic M allo t, as 
N icolas d 'Eu wants him t o .  The e lu s iv e  r e a l  s e l f  s t i l l  can n o t be 
found. There i s  more of o n e 's  n a tu re  to  be d isco v ered .
That Ionesco  c a l l s  th i s  p lay  a pseudo-dr awe i s  worthy of n o te .
^ Ib id .,  p. 227.
5% bid., p. 230.
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I n  the  beginning  of th e  p la y , b e fo re  th e  en trance  of th e  d e te c tiv e , 
Choubert d iscu sses w ith  Madeleine the  s t a te  o f the  th e a tr e  and says 
t h a t  he th in k s  th a t  every p lay  ever w r i t te n  i s  a  f a l s i f i c a t i o n  o f 
r e a l i t y ,  s in ce  they  a l l  p re se n t a problem and n e a tly  so lv e  i t  in  the 
end j
Toutes l e s  p ie c e s  q u i on t 6 t6  t c r i t e s ,  depuis 1*a n tiq u ity  
ju s q u 'a  nos Jo u rs , n 'o n t  jam ais 6t6  que p o l ic id re s .  Le 
th f i i t r e  n 'a  jam ais 6 t6  que r 6 a l i s t e  e t  p o l ic i e r .  Toute 
p i ic e  e s t  une enqudte men&e a bonne fin*  I I  y  a une inigm e, 
qui news e s t  r6v6l6e a  l a  d e rn i i r e  s e in e . Q uelquefois, ayan t.
On cherche, on tro u v e . A utant to u t  r 6 v i le r  d is  l e  d ib u t.
The d e te c tiv e , of co u rse , re p re se n ts  the  p o l ic i e r  o f th e  pi&ces
p o l ic ie r e s . He i s  looking fo r  a n ea t s o lu t io n  to  th e  problem o f
id e n t i ty ,  th e  f a l la c y  of which Ionesco  re v e a ls  in  the  course of th e
p la y . As Ross Chambers p a in ts  o u t, th e  d e te c t iv e 's  in q u iry  i s
u n su ccessfu l because t h i s  M allot i s  e n t i r e ly  i r r e le v a n t  in  C houbert'a
in n e r  w orld . So, th i s  r e a l ly  i s  a pseudo drama; i t  seems to  be a
d e te c tiv e  drama, b u t a c tu a lly  i s  n o t, s ince  th e re  a re  no so lu tio n s
p re sen te d . Mr. Chambers w r i te s i  "Thus p o l ic e - th e a t r e  i s  e x p l ic i t ly
denied  by Ionesco , i n  favour of a drama concerned w ith  th e
unsolvable r id d le s  o f in n e r  l i f e . " ^  S o c ia l r e a l i t y  does not
ex p la in  th e  whole man. There a re  gaps i n  t h i s  which have s t i l l  no t
been f i l l e d .
I n  Les C haises Ionesco  i s  a lso  concerned w ith  what he c a l l s  
" le s  tro u s  de l a  r 6 a l i t6 . "  He shows to  what a g re a t  e x te n t p e o p le 's  
l iv e s  are  based on th e  u n re a l, so th a t ,  when th e i r  l iv e s  a re  over,
f o t b i d . ,  p . 18$.
^ I ross Chambers, "Detached C cm nitta l: Eugene Io n e sc o 's
•Victims of D u ty ',"  Meanjin Q u a rte rly , XXII (November, 1?63), 26.
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every th ing  th a t  they  have been van ishes in to  the  trcai n o ir  of 
e x is te n c e . I n  a no te  about Les C haises, da ted  June 23, 1951> 
Ionesco  t e l l s  what he s e t  out to  do in  t h i s  p lay :
P ar le s  moyens du langage, des g e s te s ,  du je u ,  des 
a c c e ss o ire s , exprim er l e  v id e .
Exprimer 1 ' absence.
Exprimer l e s  r e g r e ts ,  l e s  remords.
I r r 6 a l i t 6  du r 6 e l .  C haos o r i g i n a i r e . ^
He w rite s  th a t  much o f the  dialogue of Les Chaises i s  w r i t te n  
p re c is e ly  to  "exprim er l e  non-sens, l 'a r b i t r a i r e ,  une v a c u i t i  de 
l a  r6 a H t6 , du langage, de l a  pens£e humaine. What he wished 
to  do was to  use d ialogue to  "enccmbrer le  p la te a u  de p lu s en p lus 
aveo ce v id e , a  envelopper sans c e sse , camme de vdtements de 
p a ro le s , l e s  absences de personnes, le s  tro u s  de l a  r f t a l i t 4 .n^
The c h a ra c te rs  in  Les C haises express th e i r  a n x ie ty  over 
l iv in g  in  a w orld o f u n r e a l i ty ,  "suspendu e n tre  l e  v ide  e t  l a  
p rofusion .*1 An o ld  couple , who l iv e  a t  th e  top  of a tower in  th e  
m iddle of the  se a  (rep re se n tin g  sym bolically  t h e i r  a l ie n a t io n  and 
t h e i r  i s o la t io n  from th e  w o r ld ^ ) ,  have in v i te d  many im portan t 
people to  t h e i r  dw elling to  hear a message which th e  o ld  man wishes 
to  g ive them. There a re  a c tu a l ly  no guests  present} th e  c h a irs
^ Io n e s c o ,  Notes e t  c o n tre -n o te s , p . 170.
63I b ld . ,  p . 167.
^ b l d .
^ R o s e t te  C. Lamont, MThe P r o l i f e r a t io n  of H a tte r  in  
Io n esco ’s P la y s ,"  L1E s p r i t  C r6ateur, I I  (W inter, 1962), 19lu
156
brought onto th e  s tag e  re p re se n t th e  world of fa n ta sy  of th e  o ld  
coup le . The im aginary v i s i to r s  re p re se n t much of what th e  e ld e r ly  
p a i r  has looked fo r  in  th e i r  l iv e s —th e i r  b u ried  hopes and fea rs*  
t h e i r  am bitions* th e i r  r e g r e t s . ^  They people th e se  c h a ir s  w ith  
v i s i to r s  who a re  th e i r  dreams and memories* no m atte r how badly  worn 
out they  a re . They have been a l te r e d  hundreds o f tim es, and a re  so 
deformed th a t  th e  o r ig in a l  memories have been a l l  but o b l i t e r a te d .^7
At the beginning  of Les Chaises an o ld  man of n in e ty - f iv e  
years* c a l le d  sim ply Le VIeux, remarks how e a r ly  th e  sun s e ts  
nowadays* th a t  i n  h is  youth i t  was s t i l l  d a y lig h t l a t e  in to  th e  
evening: nTu t e  rap p e lle s*  jad is*  ce n '6 t a i t  pas a in s i j  i l  f a i s a i t  
encore jo u r £ 9 heures du so ir*  k 10 heu res, a m i n u 5 . . t . " 6 8  But, 
un fo rtunate ly*  every th ing  has changed. The tim e of h is  youth i s  no 
more; h is  l i f e  i s  alm ost over. He has never managed to  be anyth ing  
more in  l i f e  th an  a concierge* a p o s it io n  which he c a l ls  marfechal 
des login* But he f e e l s  th a t  he i s  worth more th an  th is*  th a t  th e re  
i s  a p a r t  o f him which has never been gLven a chance to  develop. He 
wonders why every th ing  has changed—and fo r  the  worse—and he t r i e s  
to  ex p la in  i t :  "F eu t-S tre , p a rce  que p lu s on v a , p lus on s 'e n fo n c e .
C 'e s t  a cause de l a  t e r r e  qu i to u rn e , to u rn e , tourne* tou rne
^ 6 j. C. Trewin, "P a ris  F ash ions,"  The I l l u s t r a t e d  London News* 
May 25, 1957, p . 868.
67'Jacques Lemarchand, "Les Chaises d»Eugfcne Ionesco* au 
s tu d io  des Champs-Elysfies," Le F igaro  L L tt6 ra ire*  February 5* 1956,
p . 12.
^®Ionesco, Thfefitre, I ,  132.
6?Ibid.
157
His w ife  c o n g ra tu la te s  him on h is  wisdom and t e l l s  him th a t  
he i s  very  g i f te d .  There a re  so  many th in g s  th a t  he could  have been . 
But, he c la im s, he does have a p o s i t io n  in  l i f e ;  a t  l e a s t  he i s  a 
co n c ie rg e . The only tro u b le  i s  th a t  he i s  very  bored. To w hile away 
th is  boredom, he and h is  w ife  e n te r ta in  each o th e r w ith  l i t t l e  s to r ie s  
and reco u n t eventB of th e i r  p a s t  l i f e .  On t h i s  p a r t i c u la r  evening 
she suggests  t h a t ,  to  d i s t r a c t  them selves, they  p re te n d . He im ita te s  
the  month of February by sc ra tc h in g  h is  head in  th e  manner o f S tan  
L aure l, and h is  w ife  i s  d e lig h te d . Then she suggests t h a t  he t e l l  
h e r a s to ry ,  b u t to  him th is  i s  ju s t  a monotonous r o u t in e .  She 
always wants him to  t e l l  the  same s to r i e s  every evening, and th i s  
has been going on ever s ince  they  were m arried , se v e n ty -f iv e  y ears  
ago. He i n s i s t s  t h a t  she knows them a l l  a lre ad y , b u t she says th a t  
i t  i s  a s i f  she has fo rg o tte n :  " J 'a i  I 1 e s p r i t  neuf to ils l e s  s o i r s .
. . .  Mais ou i, mon chou, j e  le  f a i s  expr&s, j e  prends des purges . . .  
je  redev lens neuve, pour t o i ,  mon chou, tous le s  s o i r s . " 7®
He t e l l s  a r id ic u lo u s  s to ry ,  which he does no t even f in i s h ,  
and she helps him out w ith  l i t t l e  phrases here and th e re .  The o ld  
man m entions a p lace  c a l le d  P a r is ,  b u t h is  w ife  says t h a t  P a r is  
never e x is te d . He assu re s  her th a t  i t  d id , because th e re  s t i l l  
e x is ts  a song about i t ,  c a l le d , i r o n ic a l ly ,  "P a ris  s e ra  to u jo u rs  
P a r i s ."  He wonders where every th ing  has gone, no t only P a r is ,  b u t 
th e  song, h is  c a re e r , h is  whole l i f e .  "Dans le  t r o u ,  to u t  c e c i 
h i l a s  . . .  dans l e  grand tro u  to u t  n o ir .  . . .  Dans l e  tro u  n o ir ,  je
70Tbid. ,  p. 133.
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t e  d ie ,"  Bays h is  w if e .7^
She mentions th a t  perhaps h is  c a re e r  has been ru in e d , and he 
suddenly b reaks down and sobs) n o t only about h is  ru in ed  l i f e  and 
c a re e r ,  b u t a ls o  fo r  h is  m other, f o r  he f e e ls  l o s t  and in  need of 
comfort* "Je l ' a i  b r is6 e ?  Je  l ' a i  cass&e? Ah I o& e s - tu ,  maman, 
maman, ou e s - tu ,  maman? . . .  h i ,  h i ,  h i ,  j e  s u is  o rp h e l in .” ^  His 
w ife t r i e s  to  console him, by t e l l in g  him th a t  she i s  h is  mother 
now, b u t t h i s  does n o t calm him: "Hi, h i ,  la isse -m o i)  h i ,  h i ,  j e
me sens to u t  b ris ft, J ' a i  m al, ma vocation  me f a i t  mal, e l l e  s ' e s t  
c a s s ^ e ." 7^ She t r i e s  to  p a c ify  him by sin g in g  a lu l la b y  and c a l l in g  
him her l i t t l e  orphan, b u t he s t i l l  i n s i s t s ,  "Je s u is  a rp h e lin  dans 
l a  v ie ,  tu  n 'e s  pas ma maman.
She reminds him t h a t  a l l  i s  no t l o s t  a f t e r  a l l ,  th a t  th e re  
i s  h is  message. There a re  v i s i t o r s  coming th is  very  evening, and 
a l l  f o r  th e  sake of hearing  h is  message* " I l s  do iv en t v e n ir  ce 
s o i r ,  le s  I n v i te s ,  i l  ne f a u t  pas q u 'i l s  t e  v o ien t a in s i  . . .  to u t  
n * est pas b i is 6 ,  to u t  n 'e s t  pas perdu , tu  le u r  d ira s  to u t ,  tu  
e x p liq u e ra s , tu  as u n  message . . .  tu  d is  to u jo u rs  que tu  l e  d ir a s .  
. . .  i l  f a u t  v iv re , i l  f a u t  l u t t e r  pour to n  m e s s a g e . "?5 The old 
man agrees) a f t e r  a l l ,  he does indeed have "quelque chose dans le
71I b ld . ,  p. 131*.
72I b i d . ,  p . 135.
^ I b id . ,  p . 136.
flf rb ld .
7% b id . ,  p . 137.
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ventre** to  communicate to  humanity! something to  ex p la in  and j u s t i f y  
h is  l i f e .  He f e e ls  su p e rio r to  th e  o rd inary  run  o f men* "Je ne 
s u is  pas comme le s  a u tr e s ,  j ' a i  un id fia l dans l a  v ie .  J e  su is  p e u t-
fitre  doufi, comme tu  d i s ,  j ' a i  du t a l e n t ,  mais j e  n 'a i  pas de
f a c i l i t y . " 76
For a  w h ile  th e re  i s  s i le n c e ,  as th e  o ld  man i s  l o s t  i n  a
k ind  of revery . He seems to  be try in g  to  r e c a l l  som ething. Then he
sa y s , as i n  a dreamt "C  f i ta i t  au bout du bou t du ja rd in  . . .  l i  
fit a i t  . . .  l a  f i t a i t  . . .  l a  f i ta i t  . . .  fit a i t  quo i, ma chfirie?** And 
th en , as i f  to  answer h is  own q u e s tio n , he say s , **C*fitait un l i e u ,  
un temps exqu is. . . .  C 'e s t  tro p  lo in ,  je  ne peux p lus . . .  le  
r a t t r a p e r  . . .  oA f ita it-c e ? "  When h is  w ife  asks, "Mais quoi?" he 
can no t answer. He does no t r e a l ly  know what he i s  looking f o r ,  
b u t i t  has something to  do w ith  h im se lf: "Ce que j e  . . .  ce  que j i
. . .  oft f i ta i t - c e ?  e t  qu i?  . . .  Ah! j ' a i  t a n t  de mal k m 'ex p rim er.''77
But s t i l l  he w ishes to  t e l l  a l l .  His w ife  re a ssu re s  him: 
" C 'e s t  un devo ir sacrfi. Tu n 'a s  pas l e  d r o i t  de t a i r e  to n  message; 
i l  f a u t  que tu  l e  rfivfiles aux hommes, i l s  1*a tte n d a n t . . .  1 'u n iv e rs  
n*a ttend  p lu s  que t o i . " 7® When he again  says t h a t  he does n o t have 
th e  f a c i l i t y  to  express h im se lf , h is  w ife  a ssu re s  him th a t  th i s  
f a c i l i t y  w i l l  come, once he beg ins: " C 'e s t  en p a r la n t  qu 'on  trouve
le s  id fies, l e s  m ots, e t  p u is  nous, dans nos p ropres mots, l a  v i l l e
76Ibld.
77Ibid . ,  p. 138.
78Ibid.
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a u s s i ,  l e  ja rd in , on re tro u v e  peu t-fc tre  to u t ,  on n 'e s t  p lu s 
o rp h e lin . IM s seems to  be ex ac tly  what they  do during  th e  p la y , 
s s  they con ju re  up b i te  and p iec es  of t h e i r  p a s t  s e lv e s , seen through 
th e i r  co n v ersa tio n  w ith  th e i r  im aginary g u e s ts .
The o ld  man t e l l s  he r th a t  s in c e  he r e a l iz e s  h ie  inadequacy 
to  cope w ith  th e  d e liv e ry  o f h is  message he has engaged an o ra to r  to  
speak in  h is  p la c e . His w ife  wonders i f  he has in v ite d  everyone, and 
he a ssu re s  her th a t  he h as. As he contem plates th e  importance o f the  
occasion , he rem arks, "Toute ma v ie ,  j e  s e n ta is  que j 'A to u f f a i s ." 8® 
But t h i s  no longer m a tte rs , f o r  f i n a l ly ,  they  w i l l  know a l l ,  thanks 
to  the  o ra to r . However, th e  o ld  man i s  somewhat a f r a id .  He th in k s  
o f backing o u t; b u t h is  w ife  t e l l s  him th a t  i t  i s  too  l a t e ,  th a t  th e  
g u e s ts  a re  a lread y  on t h e i r  way.
A fte r  t h i s ,  th e  g u ests  beg in  a r r iv in g , and the  o ld  couple 
g re e ts  th an , a l l  the  w hile  b rin g in g  i n  more c h a ir s .  They make 
co n v ersa tio n , c o n s is tin g  m ostly of l i g h t  b a n te r , b u t, upon the  
a r r iv a l  o f "La B elle" and "Le Photograveur," t h e i r  ta lk  takes on 
more im portance, fo r  i t  re v e a ls  an o th er s ide  o f th e  n a tu re  of both 
th e  o ld  man and th e  o ld  woman. As fo r  th e  o ld  man, he t e l l s  "La 
B e lle"  th a t  he used to  love her and th a t  he s t i l l  loves h e r . He 
wonders what has happened to  former tim es, as he re p e a ts  V il lo n 's  
famous words, "Od son t l e s  neiges d 'an tan ?"  While he and "La B elle" 
a re  thus engaged, the  o ld  woman brazen ly  f l i r t s  w ith  the  photographer,
7% bid., p . 139.
8°Lbid. ,  p. 11*0.
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rev ea lin g  a hidden a id e  o f  her p e rs o n a li ty .
The o ld  man t e l l s  "La B elle"  th a t  th e  one th in g  th a t  haa 
made l i f e  b e a rab le  fo r  him has been the  in n e r  l i f e :  " C 'e s t  b ien  ce
qui m 'a sauv6: l a  v ie  i n t l r i e u r e ,  un in t6 r ie u r  calm e, l 'a u s t f e r i t i ,
mes recherches s c ie n t i f iq u e s ,  l a  p h ilo so p h ic , mon message, . . .  des 
p reoccupations d ’un ordre s u p d r ie u r ." But now th e re  rem ains of 
h is  l i f e  only "de l a  dou leu r, des r e g re ts ,  des rem ords, i l  n ’y a que 
pa . . .  i l  ne nous r e s te  que £ a .n®2 However, l i f e  i s  l ik e  t h a t .  He
s u f fe r s  from i t ,  b u t he f e e ls  t h a t  o th ers  do no t.
The room ev en tu a lly  becomes so crowded w ith  guests t h a t  th e re  
i s  h a rd ly  any p lac e  in  which to  s tan d . The o ld  woman wonders who a l l  
these  people a re . The o ld  man t r i e s  to  sum up h is  l i f e  and philosophy 
to  the  people g a th e red . He m entions p ro g ress , lo g ic ,  hum anity, and 
th e  d ig n ity  of man. Then he t e l l s  them th a t  they  have been in v ite d  
so th a t  he can t e l l  them th i s  f a c t :  " I 'in d iv id u  e t  l a  personne, c 'e s t
une seu le  e t  mSme p e r s o n n e . H e  goes on to  say th a t  he i s  no t
h im se lf , b u t r a th e r  an o th e r. That i s ,  he i s  one w ith in  th e  o th e r .
But he t e l l s  them th a t  thqy must w a it fo r  the  o ra to r ,  who w i l l  r e a l ly  
g e t  deem to  th e  h e a r t  o f the  m a tte r .
His w ife  t e l l s  the  crowd th a t  no one has ever understood h e r 
husband, b u t th a t  f i n a l ly  h is  hour has come. The meaning of t h i s  
hour has more im portance than  one might a t  f i r s t  r e a l i z e ,  f o r  a g re a t
8lIb id ., p. 152.
62Ibld . ,  p. 153.
8^lbid., p. 165.
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dea l about th e  o ld  man i s  understood  during th e  course o f th e  play* 
although  I t  seems as I f  he h im se lf does no t understand  as much as 
the  aud ience . He f e e l s  t h a t  h is  long l l f e f f u l l  o f ex p erien ce , "dans 
to u s le s  domaines de l a  v ie ,  de l a  pens6e ,"  e n t i t l e s  him to  leav e  
o th e rs  h is  p e r fe c t  system so th a t  humanity w i l l  p r o f i t  from i t*  I f  
people w i l l  j u s t  fo llo w  h is  system  the  world w i l l  be saved. He 
t e l l s  everyone to  obey him, fo r  he has ab so lu te  c e r t i t u d e . ^
At t h i s  p o in t the emperor e n te rs ,  a lthough , l ik e  th e  o th er 
g u e s ts , he too  i s  in v is ib le .  I t  i s  amazing to  note how the o ld  man 
debases h im se lf, as he g rovels a t  the  em peror's f e e t .  He i s  so 
e x c ite d  th a t  he even c a l ls  him "Ma m ajestft" in s te a d  o f "Sa m ajestfe."
He t e l l s  th e  emperor: "Je su is  l a ,  v o tre  p lu s f id d le  s e rv i te u r l  . . .
Votre s e r v i te u r ,  v o tre  e sc la v e , v o tre  chien."® ^ He goes from one 
extreme to  the  o th e r—from fe e l in g  th a t  th e re  i s  w ith in  him something 
so su p e r io r  th a t  he can leave a message which w i l l  save humanity, to  
the  co n v ic tio n  th a t  he i s  only a  dog in  th e  em peror's p resence .
(This scene i s  p a r t ic u la r ly  e f f e c t iv e  on th e  s ta g e , as bo th  th e  o ld  
man and h is  w ife  bark l ik e  d o g s .)
He t r i e s  to  make h is  way through th e  crowd to  pay h is  re s p e c ts  
to  th e  emperor, b u t he canno t, f o r  th e  crowd w i l l  no t l e t  him p a ss .
He does, however, g e t a glim pse of him, which makes him d e l i r io u s ly
gi*It i s  in te r e s t in g  to  compare th is  scene w ith  th e  one in  which 
l a  mere Pipe t e l l s  everyone to  obey h e r , because she has a p e r f e c t  
system . There a re  a ls o  Io n e sc o 's  many re fe re n c e s  to  system s which a re  
proposed from tim e to  tim e as p e r f e c t ,  b u t which a re  a c tu a l ly  d e fe c tiv e , 
fo r  they  do n o t tak e  in to  c o n s id e ra tio n  a l l  o f  r e a l i t y .
®**Ioneeco, Th6Stre, I ,  168.
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happy. He f e e l s  t h a t  a t  l a s t  he has someone who w i l l  understand  him,
who w i l l  g ive him th e  support t h a t  he has never had in  h is  l ife tim e s
S ir e ,  dalgnez to u rn e r v o tre  i l l u s t r e  face  de mon c d t6, v e rs  
v o tre  s e rv i te u r  humble . . .  s i  humble . . .  ohI j 'a p e rp o is  
n e t t  ement c a t te  f o i s  . . .  J 'a o e rp o is .  . . .  Je  s u is  au comble 
de l a  jo ie  . . .  je  n 'a i  pas de p a ro le  pour exprim er l a  
d6mesure de ma g ra t i tu d e  . . .  dans mon modeste lo g is ,  ohl 
M ajest6 l ohl s o l e i l l  i c i  . . .  i c i  . . .  J 'e n  fu is  f i e r  . . .
H e r  e t  humble, & l a  f o is  . . .  come i l  se  d o i t .  . . .  Ohl 
sauveur, dans ma v ie ,  j ' a i  6t 6 hum iliA. . . .  J 'a u r a i s  pu 
8t r e  quelque chose, s i  J 'a v a is  pu I t r e  a fir de l 'a p p u i  de 
v o tre  H a je s t6 . . .  j e  n 'a i  aucun appui . . .  s i  vous n '6t i e z  
pas venu, to u t  a u r a i t  6 t4  tro p  ta r d  . . .  vous S te s , S ire , 
mon d e rn ie r  recours.66
The o ld  man t e l l s  him th a t  every th ing  th a t  he has done in  
l i f e  has tu rn ed  out wrong. He has brought m isfo rtune  to  a l l  h is  
f r ie n d s ,  to  a l l  th o se  who a ided  him. People have always found good 
reasons to  d i s l ik e  him. A ll h is  enemies have been recompensed, and 
a l l  h is  f r ie n d s  have be tray ed  him. He has been t r e a te d  bad ly  and 
p e rsec u ted , b u t whenever he com plained about i t ,  i t  was always the  
o th e rs  who were sa id  to  be in  th e  r i g h t .  There were tim es when he 
sought to  avenge h im se lf , bu t he could n o t, because he p i t i e d  o th e rs  
too  much, he was always too  goodhearted. I t  i s  p i ty  which has been 
h is  undoing. But th e  o th ers  had no p i ty ,  and they  m is tre a te d  him: 
"On p r e n a i t  ma p la c e , on me v o l a i t ,  on m1a s s a s s in a i t .  . . .  J ' t t a i s  
l e  c o lle c tio n n e u r  de d6s a s t r e s ,  l e  p a ra to n n erre  des c a ta s tro p h e s .
He t r i e d  to  escape, b u t in  v a in ; he was deprived  of a l l  means of
% b id ., p. 169
87Ib id ., p. 171
16k
escape. No one took him in to  c o n s id e ra tio n , even though he a lone 
could  have saved humanity ("q u i e s t  b ien  roalade”) , or a t  l e a s t  he 
could  have spared  i t  a l l  th e  tro u b le s  i t  has gone through in  th i s  
l a s t  q u a rte r  o f a  cen tu ry . I f  only he had had the  occasion  to  
communicate h is  message1 But he has not g iven  up, th e re  i s  s t i l l  
tim e. He has th e  p lan , which th e  o ra to r  w i l l  d e liv e r  s h o r t ly .
The o ra to r  does f in a l ly  a r r iv e ,  and th e  o ld  people a re  a t  
the  h e ig h t o f joy* The o ld  man say s: wM ajest6 , ma femme e t  m oi- 
m8me n 'avons p lu s  r i e n  & demander i  l a  v ie .  Notre e x is te n ce  p eu t 
s 'a c h ev e r dans c e t te  apothftose . . .  m erci au c i e l  qui nous a accordA 
de s i  longues e t  s i  p a is ib le s  ann6e s .  . . .  Na v ie  a 6t 6 b ien  rem p lie . 
Ua m ission  e s t  accam plie. Je  n 'a u ra i  pas v6cu en v a in , pu isque mon 
message se ra  r 6v6lft au monde. w88 He t e l l s  th e  o ra to r :  Me te
l a i s s e ,  a  t o i ,  mon cher O rateur e t  ami . . .  l e  so in  de f a i r e  rayonner 
su r  l a  p o st6 r i t 6, l a  lundere  de mon e s p r i t .  . . .  Fa ie  done c o n n a itre  
a 1 *u n iv ers  ma p h ilo so p h ic .
There i s  no th ing  more fo r  him and h is  f a i t h f u l  w ife to  do. 
Now every th ing  i s  up to  th e  o ra to r ,  who w i l l  j u s t i f y  h is  whole 
ex is te n ce  b e fo re  th e  w orld . He and h is  w ife a re  going to  r e t i r e  
from th e  scene, tta f in  de f a i r e  l e  s a c r i f i c e  supreme que personne 
ne nous demande mais que nous accom plirons quand m@me.n?® They 
w i l l  d ie  in  t h e i r  f u l l  g lo ry , in  order to  e n te r  in to  legend . At
86I b ld . ,  p . 176 .
8*ibid . ,  pp. 176-177.
??Ebid., p. 177.
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l e a s t  they  w i l l  have a s t r e e t  named a f t e r  them; they  w i l l  leave  
traces*  fo r  they  a re  p eo p le , no t c i t i e s .  They throw c o n fe t t i  and 
long co lo red  stream ers a t  the  emperor. There a re  fa n fa re s  from a 
d istance*  and a very  v iv id  l i g h t  resem bling th e  l i g h t  o f f irew o rk s . 
To the  words* "Vive l 'E m p e reu rt" the  two o ld  people leap  to  th e i r  
deaths through the  windows. The firew orks cease abruptly* and one 
can hear t h e i r  bod ies f a l l in g  in to  the  w ater below. AU th e  
b r ig h tn e ss  on th e  s tage  disappears* and th e re  rem ains only a du ll*  
y e llow ish  l i g h t .  O utside the open windows th e re  i s  only darkness; 
th e  c u r ta in s  f l u t t e r  in  th e  wind.
There i s  no one l e f t  on th e  s tage  b u t th e  o r a t o r . ^  He 
s t a r t s  to  d e liv e r  th e  o ld  man's message* b u t he cannot make h im self 
understood. Then he t r i e s  to  w rite  i t  on a  blackboard* b u t what he 
w rite s  i s  n o t c le a r .  I n  desperation* he g ives up and leaves*  and 
one hears* f o r  the  f i r s t  tim e, th e  no ise  o f th e  in v is ib le  g u e s ts . 
According to  the  s ta g e  d ire c tio n s :  "Ce so n t des A clats de r ire *
des murmures* des 'c h u t* ' des toussotem ents iro n iq u e s ; f a ib le s  au 
dAbut* ces b r u i t s  vont g ra n d is sa n t; puis* de nouveau* p ro g re ss iv e -  
ment* s 'a f f a i b l i s s e n t ."^2
The im portance o f th i s  ending i s  n o t to  be overlooked* f a r
^•The o ra to r  i s  a c tu a l ly  as n o n -e x is te n t as everyone e lse*  
although h is  p a r t  i s  p layed  by a  f le s h  and blood a c to r . But i t  i s  
necessary  th a t  one see and h ear him* s in c e  he i s  th e  l a s t  one to  
rem ain on th e  s ta g e . Ionesco  w rites*  "Sa v i s i b i l i t y  n 'e s t  qu 'une 
sim ple convention a rb i t r a i r e *  nAe d 'une  d i f f ic u l ty  technique 
insurm ontable au trem ent."  (Notes e t  con tre -no tes*  p . 168 .)
2̂Ionesco* ThAfitre, I ,  180.
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i t  was p re c is e ly  th i s  f o r  which th e  p lay  was w r i t te n ;  " C 'e s t  
d 'a i l l e u r s  c e t te  f i n  que J ' a i  eue dans 1 ' e s p r i t  en A crivan t l a  pi&ce, 
c 'e s t  pour c e t te  f i n  q u 'e l l e  f u t  A c r ite , une f i n  que J 'a i  vue avant 
l e  commencement. "93 A prop os of th i s  ending, Ionesco  w rite s  in  a 
l e t t e r  to  th e  f i r s t  m etteu r en scene (S y lva in  Dhomme):
I I  f a u t  q u 'a  l a  f i n  c e la  devienne p a rfa item en t "choquant."
La to u te  derniA re scAne, ap res l a  d is p a r i t io n  des v ieu x , aprAs 
l e  dApart de l 'o r a t e u r  d o i t  Atre longue, on d o lt  entendre 
pendant longtemps le s  murmures, l e s  b r u i t s  de l 'e a u  e t  du v e n t, 
comme vanant de r ie n , venant du r i e n .  . . .  La fo u le  eompacte des 
in e x is ta n ts  d o i t  acquAxlr une ex is ten ce  to u t  & f a i t  o b je c tiv e .
This moment whan th e  no n ex is ten t g u ests  tak e  on an o b je c tiv e  e x is te n c e ,
when s u b je c t iv i ty  becomes o b je c t iv i ty ,  i s  the  moment toward which a l l
th e  movement o f th e  play has been p roced ingt
A ce moment, l e s  sp e c ta te u rs  a u ra ie n t  sous le s  yeux, dans une 
lum iere redevenue pauvre , b la fa rd e , ccmme au dAbut de l a  
pi&ce . . .  l e s  ch a ises  v id es  dans l e  v ide  du d&cor arnAes de 
s e rp e n tin s , p le in e s  de c o n f e t t i  i n u t i l e s  ce qui d o n n era it 
1 ' im pression  de t r i s t e s s e ,  de dAsordre e t  du v ide  d 'une  s a l le  
de b a l apr&s l e  b a lj  e t  c 'e s t  apr&s c e la  que l e s  c h a ise s , le s  
d&cors, le  r i e n  se m e ttra ie n t  & v iv re  inexp licab lem en t.95
Las C haises i s  concerned n o t only w ith  th e  va rious su b je c tiv e  
views o f the  two main f ig u re s ,  b u t a ls o  w ith  t h e i r  su b je c tiv e  view of 
the  w orld. Ionesco  agrees w ith  a f r ie n d  of h ie  who to ld  him, a 
propos of th e  meaning behind th is  p la y : " C 'e s t  b ien  sim plej vous
voulez d ire  que l e  monde e s t  l a  c rA ation  su b je c tiv e  e t  a r b i t r a i r e  de 
n o tre  e s p r i t ? " ^  He w rite s  th a t  one can say of th is  p lay  th in g s
^ Io n e s c o , Notes e t  c o n tre -n o te a , p . 170 
9i4I b id . ,  p . 168.
9^ Ib id . ,  p . 169.
96I b id . ,  p . 171.
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which a re  c o n tra d ic to ry  b u t e q u a lly  t r u e .  A c tu a lly , i f  only the  
subatance of th e  p lay  could  have been g o tte n  ac ro ss  to  the  audience 
i n  any o th e r way, th e re  would be no one on th e  s tag e  a t  a l l ,  no t even 
th e  two o ld  people o r th e  o ra to r :
Les v ieux  e t  l 'o r a t e u r  ne so n t pas p lu s l i  que le s  
personnages I n v is ib le s .  . . .  I l s  n 'o n t  pas p lu s  d»ex istence  
que ces d e ra ie r s  e t  que nos rfcves. . . .  On a u r a i t  t r i s  b ie n  
pu p rendre  l a  p iece  p a r un a u tre  b o u t e t  f a i r e  a p p a ra ltre  
quelques-uns des in v itA s seu lem ent, sans l 1o ra te u r , sans 
le s  h d te s . . . .  Mais le s  deux ou t r o i s  personnages qu 'on  
v o l t  dans Les Chaises ne so n t en quelque s o r te  que l e s  
p iv o ts  d 'u n e  a rc h i te c tu re  mouvante, en grande p a r t i e  
in v is ib le ,  Avanescente, p rA ca ire , d e s tin e s  & d i s p a r a i t r e ,  
comae l e  monde, l e s  personnages A tant eux-a&mes ir r fe e ls ,  
e t  cependant l e s  p o in ts  d 'a p p u i in d isp en sab le s  de c e t te  
c o n s tru e tio n . 91
Ionesco  h im se lf , to  ex p la in  th e  ending of th is  p la y , quotes from 
GArard de N e rv a l's  Promenades e t  S o u v en irs : "Le monde e s t  dA sert.
PeuplA de fantSmes aux vo ix  p la in t iv e s ,  i l  murmure des chants 
d*amour su r l e s  dAbris de mon nAantl Revenez p o u r ta n t , douces 
im ages." This i s  perhaps what th e  ending s ig n i f ie s — only, as Ionesco  
rem arks, w ith o u t th e  douceur.
Hfhat i s  th e  o ld  couple r e a l ly  l ik e ?  There can be no one 
answer, fo r  a t  d i f f e r e n t  tim es i n  t h e i r  l iv e s  they  have been 
d i f f e r e n t ,  and even a t  any one tim e they  have had more th an  one 
f a c e t ,  and th e  in n e r  l i f e  has n o t always been i n  harmony w ith  th e  
o u te r  l i f e .  As expressed  by th e  old man, he i s  one w ith in  the  




no t worthy o f h is  t a l e n t s ;  nor was I t  in  h is  being a husband, nor 
th e  sw eetheart o f "La B e l le ," nor an o ld  man w ith  h is  memories. He 
f e e ls  th a t  i t  i s  r e a l ly  somewhere e ls e .
Again Ionesco has w r i t te n  a p lay  which has no n e a t s o lu tio n s . 
I t  i s  perhaps h is  own view o f th e  world th a t  he has p u t in to  Les 
C haises. I n  conclusion  of my d isc u ss io n  of t h i s  p la y , I  give 
Io n e sc o 's  s ta tem en t from the th e a tre  p ro g ram s f o r  t h i s  p lay  in  
1952:
Le monde m 'a p p a ra lt  & c e r ta in s  moments comne v id 6 de 
s ig n i f ic a t io n ,  l a  r 6a l i t 6 : i r r 6e l i e .  C 'e s t  ce sen tim en t 
d ' i r r 6a l± t6, l a  recherche d 'une  r 6a l i t £  e s s e n t ie l l e ,  oublifee, 
in n 006e—hors de la q u e lle  je  ne me sens pas S tre— que j ' a i  
voulu  exprlm er & tra v e r s  mes personnages qu i e r r e n t  dans 
1 ' in co h e ren t, n 'a y a n t r i e n  en propre en dehors de le u rs  
a n g o isse s , le u r s  rem ords, le u r s  6checs, l a  vacuitA  de le u r  
v ie .  Des S tre s  noy6s dans 1*absence de sens ne peuvent d tre  
que g ro tesq u es , le u r  sou ffrance  ne p eu t fctre que dA rlsoirem ent 
tra g iq u e .
Le monde m 'fitan t incom prehensib le, j 'a t t e n d s  que l 'o n  
m 'exp lique.99
" ib id . ,  p. 165
CHAPTER 7
MAN'S BASIC NATURE AND THE INNER IIFE
Io n e sc o 's  th e a tre  shows how th e  In d iv id u a l 's  i d e n t i ty  i s  
formed to  such an e x te n t by fo rce s  o u ts id e  h im self th a t  he i s  never 
r e a l ly  g iven  an opportun ity  to  see  what h is  r e a l  s e l f  m ight b e .
J u s t  as a p e rs o n 's  p h y s ic a l a c tio n s  a re  planned* even b efo re  he i s  
born* by s e t  p a tte rn s  o f s o c ia l  behavior* so  a re  h is  m ental actions*  
by f o s s i l i z e d  system s of thought* or e ls e  by dogma* propaganda* or 
any o th e r k ind o f l im ite d  m ental endeavor. By su rren d e rin g  h is  mind 
and body to  th e  world outside*  the  in d iv id u a l  i s  l e f t  w ith  a fe e l in g  
o f lo s in g  some p a r t  o f h im self and of being u n f u l f i l l e d .
But what i s  t h i s  " lo s t  dimension*" the absence o f which he 
r e a l iz e s  and th e  need fo r  which he f e e ls ?  What would one be l ik e  i f  
he were no t foimed by s o c ia l  l iv in g ?  Of co u rse , s in c e  man i s  a  s o c ia l  
anim al, th e  id e a  of n o t being  so formed i s  out of th e  q u e s tio n . As 
Ionesco expresses i t ;  "L'homme . . .  e s t  . . .  s o c ia l ,  ce n 'e s t  pas 
p o ss ib le  au tre m e n t." !  S t i l l*  Ionesco  b e lie v e s , o r perhaps would l ik e  
to  b e lie v e , th a t  man—a t  l e a s t  i n  a s o r t  o f Utopia—does no t have to  
be a  s o c ia l  an im al: "Je pense . . .  que l'homme p eu t ne pas f ttre  un
anim al s o c ia l ."  The c h ild  i s  no t r e a l ly  born  f o r  soc ie ty*  bu t
^Eugdne Ionesco* Notes e t  c o n tre -n o te s  ( P a r is :  E d itio n s
Qallimard* 1962) ,  p . 93 .
2Ib id .*  p . 93 .
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so c ie ty  takes ho ld  of him anyway: "L 'en fa n t ne n a i t  pas pour l a
s o c i6t 6 b len  que l a  so c l6t 6 e 'e n  empare. I I  n a i t  pour n a l t r e . ”^
The c h ild  adap ts h im se lf to  s o c ie ty  because he must, b u t he does so 
w ith d i f f i c u l t y :  "L 'en fan t a b len  du mal a se  s o c ia l i s e r ,  11 l u t t e
co n tre  l a  socifetfi, 11 s 'y  adap te  d if f ic i la m e n t .  . . .  £ t  une f o ls  que 
l'hanm e e s t  s o c i a l i s t ,  11 ne s 'e n  t i r e  to u jo u rs  pas tr& s b ie n . 1̂*
Thus, s o c ie ty  i s  something th a t  must be endured. Ionesco  
ag rees w ith  S a r tr e  th a t  o th e r people a re  a k ind  of h e l l ,  and th a t  
one would l ik e  very  much to  do w ithou t them: nC 'e s t  un e n fe r , l e
s o c ia l ,  un e n fe r , l e s  a u tre s .  On v o u d ra lt b len  pouvoir s ' e n  
p a s s e r . T h e r e  i s  indeed "no e x i t , "  as Choubert found out only 
to o  w ell i n  V ictim es du d e v o ir . He was n o t allowed to  escape even 
in to  h is  memory, o r in to  a w orld of fa n ta sy . Choubert, l ik e  the  
c h ild  who s tru g g le s  a g a in s t adap ting  h im self to  s o c ie ty  (and one 
remembers th a t  a t  th e  end of Victim es du devoir Choubert was 
reduced to  a very  young c h ild  by th e  therapy  o f th e  d e te c t iv e -  
p sy ch o an a ly st), t r i e d  to  r e s i s t  th e  a ttem pts of th e  o th e rs  to  f a t t e n  
him up so t h a t  he would become th e  k ind  of person they  wanted to  
c re a te .  This h eav in ess , of co u rse , was designed to  keep him from 
f ly in g  away from h is  s o c ia l  du ty . But he had to  subm it; he could 
n o t escape—n o r, fo r  th a t  m a tte r , could th e  o th e rs .
Society  does n e t re p la c e  the  " lo s t  dlmensionn ; i t  m erely
3Ibid. ,  p. 126.
**Ibid., pp. 68-69.
*Ibid ., p. 89.
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leaves t h i s  void  i n  th e  in d iv id u a l.  Die f e e l in g  of em ptiness i s  
never s a t i s f a c to r i l y  f i l l e d  by s o c ia l  a c t iv i ty .  A propos of t h i s ,  
John T. D an iel s t a te s  t h a t  "more savagely  and pow erfu lly  than  any 
o th e r contemporary p layw righ t he [ IonescoJ has shown man going 
through th e  motions of l i v i n g ," and by so doing has exposed th e  void 
w ith in .^  M arcel B rion remarks th a t  Io n e sc o 's  th e a tre  i s  n o t only 
th e  image o f our tim e, b u t our tim e i t s e l f .  His th e a t r e ,  i n  i t s  
" te r r ib le  l u c id i ty ,"  c u ts  acro ss th e  f le s h  to  the v e ry  bone, and 
th en  in to  th e  bone—n o t to  g e t to  th e  marrow in s id e ,  bu t to  show 
t h a t  the bone i s  empty.^
As p a in ted  ou t e a r l i e r ,  most of Io n e sc o 's  c h a ra c te rs , 
re p re se n tin g  the  v a s t  m a jo rity  o f men, do no t seem to  be aware of 
t h i s  vo id . They keep busy a l l  th e  tim e in  t h e i r  l i t t l e  c lo se d -in  
w orlds. But th e re  a re  some who a re  more s e n s i t iv e  than  th e  others*  
They are aware of something lac k in g  i n  t h e i r  l iv e s ,  and th ey  t r y  to  
exp la in  i t .  They a ls o  r e t a in  th e  memory of e a r l i e r  happ iness , of 
vague d e s ire s ,  and of dream w orlds in  which th e i r  in n e r  s e l f  once 
found f u l f i l lm e n t .  Here and th e re  in  Io n e sc o 's  " tr a g ic  fa rc e "  
th e re  a re  b r i e f  o u tb u rs ts  of anguish , d e s ire s ,  and dream s, which 
a re  fo r  the  most p a r t  s t i f l e d  or i l l  a r t ic u la te d ,  b u t are 
n e v e rth e le ss  th e re . Although t h i s  i s  no t t r u e  about th e  c h a ra c te rs  
o f h is  e a r l i e s t  p la y s , i t  i s  c e r ta in ly  n o tic ea b le  i n  the  p lay s  from
^John T. D an iel, "Ionesco and the  R itu a l o f N ih ilism ,"  Drama 
Survey, I  (S pring , 1961), 65.
7
'M arcel B rion , "Sur Io n esco ,"  Mercure de France, No. llSO 
(June, 1959), 272. ---------------------------
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h is  m iddle p e rio d  on, beginning w ith  Les Chaises and Vlctim es du 
d e v o ir . As Robert A birached, speaking o f th e  p lays of t h i s  second 
p e rio d , s ta te d :  "Pour l a  prem iere f o i s ,  on v o i t  a p p a ra itre  ches
Ionesco  l a  n o s ta lg ie  d 'une  enfance perdue, l a  c u r io s i ty  du monde 
obscur q u i c o n s t! tu e  le  fond de l'& ae humaine, e t  une c e r ta in e  
p i t ! 6 pour l'homme s o l i t a i r e  e t  abandonnfi qui se  so u v ien t d 'u n  rSve
Q
de bonheur."
In  p o e tic  o u tb u rs ts  some of h is  c h a ra c te rs  t r y  to  r e v e r t  to  
t h e i r  ch ildhood , or e ls e  to  some fa n ta sy  world o f th e i r  im ag ination . 
R ichard  M. Eastman rem arks t h a t  Io n e sc o 's  power as p layw righ t i n  the  
p o e tic  sense i s  t h a t  he can "reawaken in  modern man th e  candid  c h ild  
who tre a s u re s  l i f e  simply because he i s  a l i v e . I o n e s c o  h im se lf , 
accord ing  to  Jacques B renner, p reserv es on h is  countenance some 
t r a i t s  of in fan cy : "Ionesco poss&de un v isag e  t r £ s  e x p re s s if  qui
conserve des r e f l e t s  d 'e n fan c e . Personne ne mime mieux que Ionesco  
1 'dtonnement, I 'fim erve illem en t, l a  j o i e ,  1 ' ennui, l a  c o n s te r n a t io n ." ^  
What Ionesco  e s p e c ia l ly  va lues i s  the c ap a c ity  f o r  wonder which a 
young c h ild  h as . I n  an in te rv ie w  fo r  th e  magazine Rfealitfes, he 
s t a te s :
Ce que j e  cherche , c 'e s t  a re tro u v e r  l a  c a p a c ity  d 'A m erveille - 
ment q u 'a v a i t  ma f i l l e  quand e l l e  a v a i t  t r o i s  ans: j e  l u i  d is a is
O
Robert A birached, "Eug&ne Io n esco ,"  E criv a in s  d 'a u jo u rd 'b u i 
I 9I4Q -I96O: D ic tio n n a ire  an tholog ique e t  c r i t iq u e ,  ed . Bernard Pingaud
( P a r i s : Bernard Gras s e t ,  i 960) ,  pp. 2B8-2H9.
^Richard U. Eastman, "Experiment and V ision  i n  Io n e sc o 's  
P la y s ,"  Modern Drama, IV (May, 1961), 15.
10Jacques B renner, "La p esan teu r e t  l a  g ra c e ,"  B ib lio , XXXI 
(O ctober, 1963), 7.
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des choses r id ic u le m en t sim ples caomet
"Nous a llo n s  o u v r ir  l a  p o r te ,  t r a v e r s e r  l e  c o u lo ir , o u v rir  
une a u tre  p a r te  e t  nous serons dans l e  sa lo n ."
E t e l l e  v p y a it a lo rs  l a  v ie  d 'u n  o e i l  s i  neuf que ce peu 
de chose l u i  sem b la it e x tra o rd in a ire . Get o e i l  n eu f, n a i f  e t  
lu c id e , j e  ne l ' a i  p lu s .  J 'e s s a i e  de me r 6 v e i l le r  en r 4 v e i l la n t  
l e s  a u tr e a .^ -
This y o u th fu l n a lv e t6  i s  found in  se v e ra l c h a ra c te rs  o f Io n e sc o 's  
p la y s . In  f a c t ,  according to  l lu r ie l  Heed, "chacune de se s  p iec es  
e s t  en quelque s o r te  un hymne a l a  n a lv e td , k l a  j o i e  de v iv re , k 
l a  f r a ic h e u r ,  k l'& m ervelllem ent. Uais un hymne k re b o u rs ."^ 2
There i s  e s p e c ia l ly  n o tic e a b le  a n o s ta lg ia  f o r  a p a ra d ise  
l o s t ,  or perhaps f o r  a p a rad ise  which could have b e e n .^3 Like 
Rousseau, Ionesco  seems to  b e lie v e  in  th e  n a tu ra l  man and, l ik e  
P a sc a l, i n  one who has f a l l e n  from h is  s t a t e  o f innocence—a 
deposed k ing , looking back and m easuring th e  d is ta n c e  between h is  
o r ig in a l  d ig n ity  and h is  p re se n t f a l l e n  s t a t e .  In  e i th e r  ca se , 
Ionesco  shows th e  o p p o sitio n  of our n a tu re  and our c o n d it io n * ^
Luc Norln remarks th a t  s e v e ra l o f Io n e sc o 's  p lays touch on th e  same 
myth* th a t  o f P arad ise  L o s t . ^  One r e c a l l s  th a t  th e  o ld  people in  
Les Chaises r e f e r r e d  to  a  h ap p ie r s t a te  In  t h e i r  p a s t j  th e  o ld  man, 
i n  p a r t i c u la r ,  s t i l l  had a  ro sy  p ic tu re  o f h is  you th , when th e re  was
^■Muriel Reed, "Eugene Ionesco , 1*au teu r l e  p lu s d iscu tfi du 
th 6 £ tre  contem porain ," R * a llt6 s ,  No. ll*2 (November, 1957), 118.
12I b i d . ,  p . 88.
13Henri Q cuhler, "On humanisms t r a g i  que," C ahiers Renaud- 
B a rra u lt , No. 1*2 (February, 1963), 85-
^ I b i d . ,  p . 81*.
^ L u c  Norln, " Io n esco 's  C onfession ,"  Show, I  (January , 1965),
51. ------
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l i g h t  even a t  m idnight. He a ls o  spoke of a s t a t e  o f b l i s s  i n  an 
e a r l i e r  p a r t  o f h is  l i f e *  even though he d id  not know e x a c tly  what 
i t  was: ttC '6 t a i t  un l i e u ,  un temps e x q u is ." '^  But th i s  "temps s i
beau" was so  f a r  back i n  h is  l i f e  th a t  he could no longer r e t r ie v e  
i t .  Choubert, i n  looking fo r  M allo t, found b i t s  o f h is  r e a l  s e l f  
ty  going back in  h is  memory to  a few happy moments i n  h is  e a r ly  l i f e .  
And Am6d6e, i n  th e  m idst o f a f r u s t r a t in g  dom estic l i f e ,  f e l t  th a t  
i n  h is  youth he was h app ie r and more f u l f i l l e d .  R ichard Eastman 
p o in ts  ou t t h a t  a c tu a lly  Ionesco  d e a ls  w ith  l i t t l e  people— no t w ith  
a d u lts ,  b u t w ith  l i t t l e  peop le  who have grown up. These people are  
i s o la te d ,  f r ig h te n e d , and anguished. They a re  l iv in g  in  a un iverse  
which i s  h o s t i l e  to  them, and they  want to  e s c a p e .^
R ose tte  Lamont no tes t h a t  whenever Ionesco  w ishes to  express 
"a tem porary re p rie v e  from th e  human s i tu a t io n ,"  he u ses th e  symbols 
o f f l i g h t ,  open space, l i g h t ,  and a i r i n e s s . ^  Let us examine the  
most n o tab le  in s ta n c e s  of th e s e . Choubert, when he s tr a y s  away, 
c o n tra ry  to  th e  o rd ers  o f th e  d e te c t iv e , comes upon "une m iracu leuse 
c i t6 ,"  a lm ost as i n  a dream, surrounded by sto rm s, b u t s t i l l  th e re , 
"lum ineuse dans le s  tln& bree.*  This i s  to  Him »'un m iraculeux ja r d in ,  
une fo n ta in e  J a i l l i s s a n t e ,  des jeu x  d 'eau x , des f le u r s  de feu  dans 
l a  n u i t  . . .  un p a la is  de flammes g lac6 es , des s ta tu e s  lum ineuses,
^ Io n e s c o , Th&atre (P a r is i  E d itio n s  G allim ard, 19$li), I ,  138.
^E astm an , og. c l t . ,  p . 10.
l8 R osette  C. Lamont, "The P r o l i f e r a t io n  of M atter in  Io n esco ’s 
P la y s ,"  L’E s p r i t  C rS ateu r, I I  (W inter, 1962), 193-191:.
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dee mers in can d escen tes , des c o n tin en ts  qu i flam bent dans le s  n u i te ,
dans des oceans de M ig e ! " ^  Both th e  d e te c tiv e  and Madeleine do
t h e i r  b e s t  to  b rin g  Choubert back to  " r e a l i t y ,11 But he keeps s lip p in g
away, in to  l i t t l e  co rners o f h is  mind, where h is  i n t e r io r  s e l f  i s
s t i l l  a l iv e .  At one p o in t he remembers a very  b e a u t ifu l  June morning
which makes him so l ig h th e a r te d  th a t  he f e e ls  th a t  he can f l y t
C 'e s t  un m atin de Ju in . Je  r e s p ire  un a i r  p lu s  16ger que 
l ' a i r .  J e  su is  p lu s  I6ger que l ' a i r .  Le s o l e i l  se  d is so u t 
dans une lumi&re p lu s  grande que le  s o l e i l .  J e  passe & 
tra v e r s  t o u t .  . . .  Je  monte . . .  Je  monte. . . .  Une lumi&re 
qui r u i s s e l l e .  . . .  Je  monte. . . .  Je  baigne dans l a  lumi&re.
. . .  La lum iere me p6n& tre. Je  su is  6tonn6 d 'e t r e ,  6tonn6 
d 'e t r e  . . .  6tonn6 d ' i t r e .  . . .  J e  su is  lumi&rel J e  volel*®
A fte r  th is*  of co u rse , h is  w ife  r id ic u le s  him, and he lo se s  confidence
and f a l l s *  Jacq u es , in  L1 Avenir e s t  dans l e s  oeu fs, t r i e s  to  break
ou t of th e  narrow donfines o f h is  domestic ex is ten ce  in to  a world of
l i g h t :  "Je  veux une fo n ta in e  de lum iere , de I 'e a u  incandescen te , un
feu  de g la c e , des neigee de f e u .n^  But he, to o , i s  r e c a l le d  to
r e a l i t y  and to ld  no t to  n e g le c t h is  duty to  so c ie ty . I n  the dream
sequence of Am6d£e ou Comment s ' e n  dfebarrasser y o u th fu l happiness i s
s ta te d  in  term s of l ig h tn e s s .  The young Am6d6e t r i e s  to  c a l l  th e
a t te n t io n  of h is  b r id e  Madeleine to  th e  dawn of sp r in g , to  the
warmth and sunsh ine , and to  the  flow ers blooming. He i s  so happy
th a t  he f e e ls  as i f  he has no w eigh t: "Univers a6 rien  . . .  I ib e r t6
. . .  Puissance tra n sp a re n te  . . .  E q u ilib re  . . .  L6g&re p le n itu d e . . . .
^ Io n e s c o ,  Thftfitre, I ,  210. 
20I b id . ,  p .  219.
I o n e s c o ,  ThA&tre, I I ,  228.
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pp
Le monde n 'a  pas de p o id s ."  His fe e lin g  of lig h tn e ss*  however* i s  
e v en tu a lly  s t i f l e d  by h is  dom estic l i f e .  L ater i n  th e  play* when he 
looks ou t th e  window of h is  apartm ent (where the  whole atmosphere i s  
so decayed th a t  th e re  a re  mushrooms growing) up a t  th e  n ig h t sky and 
sees th e  s ta rs*  he speaks of th e  b rig h tn e ss  which he sees th e re :  the
incandescen t milky way* comets and m eteors l ik e  r iv e r s  of l iq u id  
s ilv e r*  ponds* lakes* oceans o f pa lpab le  l ig h t .  He i s  overwhelmed 
by th e  beauty of th is  i n f i n i t e  space* in  which th e re  a re  "des bouquets 
de neige f le u r ie *  des a rb re s  dans l e  c ie l*  des J a rd in s , de6 p r a i r i e s  
. . .  des domes* des chap iteaux  . . .  des colonnes* des tem ples. . . .  E t 
de l 'e s p a c e ,  de l 'e sp a c e *  un espace i n f i r d l " ^
Ionesco* through h is  charac ters*  i s  a c tu a l ly  exp ressing  h is  
own yearn ings fo r  i n f i n i t e  space f i l l e d  w ith  beauty . He w r ite s  of 
h is  f e e l in g  o f euphoria  when in  an " e x tra -s o c ia l"  s t a t e  where he i s  
most a lo n e , where th e re  i s  no longer any so c ie ty , where he i s  
confron ted  w ith th e  sheer f a c t  o f e x is te n c e : " . . .  lo rsq u e , par
example* Je  me rftv e ille *  a moi-meme e t  au monde e t  que Je  prends 
ou que Je  reprends conscience* soudainement* que Je su is*  que 
j 'e x i s t s *  qu’i l  y a quelque chose qui m 'entoure* des s o r te s  de 
choses* une s o r te  de monde e t  que to u t  m 'ap p a ra lt in s o l i te *  
incom prehensible* e t  que m 'envah it l'6 tonnem ent d 'e t r e .  Je  plonge 
dans c e t  6tonnement. L1 u n iv e rs  me p a r a l t  a lo rs  in fin im en t Strange* 
S trange e t  S tra n g e r. A ce moment* Je  l e  contemple* avec un melange
22Ionesco, Thfifitre, I> 288.
23Ibid .,  p. 298.
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2lid 'a n g c isse  e t  d 'e u p h o r ie ."  M So, in  s p i te  o f fe e lin g  im prisoned in  
a w o r k a d a y  w orld, be s t i l l  has no t l o s t  h is  fa c u lty  of wonder* As 
s ta te d  by Simone Benmussa: "Ionesco d 6 c r i t  l a  d l r l s io n  de l a
r 6 a l l t6  qui s ' e f f r i t e  e n tre  l e s  d o ig ts  comma une poign£e de t e r r e :  
dans l e  mftne temps i l  s '4 tonne e t  s 1t e e r v e i l l e  de chaque g ra in  de 
poussi& re qui l 'e n t e r r e .  I I  y  a une espece de n o s ta lg ia  de l a  
lum idre dans c a t te  asphyxia,
Ionesco  b e liev e s  th a t  man has a pure na tu re  from which 
s o c ia l  l iv in g  has a l ie n a te d  him. I f  he re c a p tu re s  th is  s t a t e ,  he 
w i l l  be h im self again . He w i l l  th u s  f in d  h is  o r ig in a l  p u r i ty  and 
freedom, and he w i l l  look a t  th e  w orld  in  a new lig h t*  Ionesco  
tre a s u re s  the  sim ple , th e  p u re , th e  n a tu ra l man beneath  s o c ia l  
conduct, beneath  a l l  system s. He c a l l s  fo r  a "coup de matraque" 
to  wake people up from th e i r  "paresse  m en ta le ,"  which h id es th e  
stran g en ess and m arvelous q u a l i t i e s  of th e  world from u s . He f e e ls  
th a t  i t  i s  necessary  f i r s t  fo r  a s o r t  of d is lo c a tio n  from th e  r e a l ,  
which i s  to  precede i t s  r e i n t e g r a t i o n .^  wouid  to  see "une
v i r g in i ty  nouvelle  de 1*e s p r i t  . . .  une nouve lle  p r is e  de conscience , 
p u rif iA e , de l a  r 6 a l i t6  e x i s t e n t i e l l e . " 27 He claim s th a t  th e  w orld 
lacks au d ac ity , which i s  th e  reason  why we su ffe r.^®  Modern man,
I o n e s c o ,  Notes e t  c o n tre -n o te s , pp. I l l i - l l 5 .
25■'Simone Benmussa, "Les e n se v e lis  dans l e  th e a tr e  d 'E ugine 
Io n esco ,"  Cahiera RBnaud-Barrault, Nos. 22/23 (May, 1958), 20$.
2^[onesco , Notes e t  c o n tre -n o te s , p . 13.
27Ib id .
28Ib id ., p. 128.
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he f e e l s ,  i s  l o s t  "dans l e  la b y r in th e  tA nibreux du monde" and has, 
consequently , fo rg o tte n  th e  g oa l o f l i f e . ^
His own astonishm ent over th e  f a c t  o f e x is ten ce  he a ssig n s to  
h is  c re a t io n , B ^renger. B6renger i s  an "illum inA "j t h a t  i s  to  say , 
during  h is  y ^u th , and perhaps even befo re  h is  b i r th ,  a l i g h t  c ro ssed  
h is  so u l, l ib e r a t in g  i t  from any kind of e a r th ly  h eav in ess , 
in u n d a tin g  i t  w ith  a Joy w ith o u t cause and a love w ith o u t o b je c t.
I t  i s  th e  souven ir of th i s  d e l ig h t fu l  s t a te  o f so u l which has kep t 
him going in  h is  d u l l  l i f e .  I n  th e  f i r s t  a c t  o f Tueur sans gages, 
when he i s  being  shown around th e  c ltf t ra d ie u se  by th e  a r c h i te c t ,  
h is  form er happiness i s  re k in d le d , and he t r i e s  to  e x p la in  i t  to  
th e  a r c h i te c t .
He t e l l s  him th a t  he had once hoped f o r  a b e a u tifu l  c i t y  l ik e  
t h i s ,  b u t had f i n a l ly  g iven  up hoping. He had alm ost become 
rec o n c iled  to  h is  drab e x is te n c e , when a l l  a t  once, and q u i te  by 
acc id e n t, he chanced upon th e  r a d ia n t  c i t y ,  and now he f e e l s  h im se lf 
to  be in  th e  m iddle of sp rin g tim e , i n  f u l l  A p ril , "en c e t  a v r i l  de 
mes rfcves . . .  de mes p lu s anciens rfcves."31 This b e a u t i f u l  ( i f  
a r t i f i c i a l )  w orld causes him to  become h im self ag a in , to  f in d  a 
p a r t  o f h im self which he had though t dead. During a l l  h is  l i f e  he 
has been looking  fo r  such a p la c e , e i th e r  consciously  or
^ Io n e s c o , "Dans l e s  Armes de l a  7 i l l e , "  C ahiers Renaud- 
B a rra u lt , No. 20 (O ctober, 1957), U.
30Henil Gouhier, "Eug&ne Io n esco ,"  La Table Ronde, No. 137 
(May, 1959), 176. -----------------------
33Io n esco , ThAfitre, I I ,  68.
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subconsciously* and nos ho b e lie v e s  th a t  he has a c tu a l ly  found i t — 
t h i s  o th e r  universe* th is  tra n s f ig u re d  w orld . The a r c h i te c t  t e l l s  
him th a t  i t  was a l l  due to  s c i e n t i f i c  technology* th e re  i s  nothing 
a t  a l l  m iraculous about i t .  But th i s  does no t m a tte r  to  B6rengerj 
he b e liev e s  th a t  the  c i ty  i s  l ik e  a b e a u t ifu l  m irage—one of those  
m irages which a re  more r e a l  than  r e a l i t y  i t s e l f :  "Les m irages . . .
i l  n 'y  a r ie n  de p lu s  r 6 e l .  Les f le u r s  de feu* le s  a rb re s  de 
flamme* le s  6 tangs de lumidre* i l  n 'y  a que c e la  de v ra i*  au f o n d ." ^  
He ag a in  c o n g ra tu la te s  th e  a r c h i te c t  on th e  e x q u is ite ly  
b e a u t ifu l  c ity *  th e  e x te r io r  eq u iv a len t of h is  un iverse  o f th e  
im ag in a tio n . B6renger says th a t  what he has been needing i n  l i f e  
i s  something l ik e  th i s  to  reawaken h is  in n e r  s e l f :  "Des ja rd in s*
du c ie l  bleu* un printem ps qui co rresponden t a 1 'u n iv e rs  in t& rie u r , 
dans le q u e l c e lu i - c i  p u isse  se rec o n n a ltre*  qu i s o i t  comme sa  
tra d u c tio n  ou canune son a n tic ip a tio n *  ou se s  m iro irs  dans le sq u e ls  
son propre s o u r ir e  p o u r ra i t  se r 6 f l6 c h i r  . . .  dans le sq u e ls  i l  
p u is se  se re c o n n a ltre , d i r e :  v o i la  ce que Je s u is  en v § r i t6  e t
que J 'a v a is  oubliA , un S tre  sou rian t*  dans un monde s o u r i a n t . " ^
He unashamedly adm its th a t  he i s  e x a lte d  over th e  c ity*  th a t  i t  
reminds him o f a l o s t  happiness which he has f e l t  s e v e ra l tim es 
d u rin g  h is  l i f e *  i f  only in f re q u e n tly . When the  a r c h i te c t  asks him 
to  t e l l  about h is  fee ling*  B6renger says th a t  i t  i s  something th a t  
i s  n o t easy to  communicate:
32Ionesco* Theatre * I I I ,  72.
33Ib id .*  I I ,  73.
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J e  ne p u ls  an a ly se r c e t  6 tat*  je  ne s a ls  m8me pas s i  
1 'experience que j ' a i  vftcue e s t  communicable. Ce n 'd t a i t  
pas une experience fre q u e n ts . E lle  s ' e s t  r6p4t4e c inq  ou 
s ix  f o i s ,  d ix  fo is*  p e u t- f tre *  dans ma v ie .  As6ez* cependant* 
pour cotnbler de j o ie ,  de c e rtitu d e *  je  ne s a ls  que ls  
re s e rv o ir s  de 1 ' e s p r i t .  Lorsque j 'A ta i s  e n c lin  & l a  
■ e ia n c o lie , le  souven ir de ce rayonnement e b lcu issan t*  de 
c e t  e t a t  lumineux f a i s a i t  r e n a l t r e  en moi l a  force* le e  
ra iso n s  sans ra is o n  de v iv re , d 1aim er. . . .  d 'a im er quoi? . . .
D1 aimer tou t*  tperdument.^U
The l a s t  tim e th a t  he f e l t  such a s ta te  o f e la t io n  was when
he was seven teen  o r eighteen* as he was s t r o l l in g  through a l i t t l e
country  v illa g e *  somewhere i n  the  so u th . He was a l l  alone* th e
w eather was b e a u tifu l*  and the  sun was overhead* high up in  the  b lue
of th e  sky. He was w alking, b u t w ithou t a  d e f in i te  goal i n  mindj i t
d id  no t even m a tte r  because he was so happy ju s t  to  be a l iv e :  nJe
s e n tis  profondSment l e  bonheur unique de v iv re .  J*ava ls to u t  oubliA*
je  ne p en sa is  p lus A rlen*  sau f & ces m aisons-li*  ce c i e l  profond*
ce s o l e i l  qu i sem bla it s 'f i t r e  rapprochfi, a po rt6e  de l a  main dans
ce monde c o n s t ru i t  a ma m e s u re ." ^  This astonishm ent over sim ply
e x is tin g  became g re a te r  and g rea ter*  u n t i l  he was in  the  most
wonderful s t a t e  of euphoria :
Brusquement l a  jo ie  se f i t  p lu s grande encore* rcm pant to u te s  
l e s  f ro n t id re s !  oh* l ' i n d i c i b l e  euphorie  m 'en v ah it, l a  
lum iere  se  f i t  encore p lu s  6 c la tan te*  sans r ie n  per<lre de sa  
douceur* e l l e  6 t a i t  te lle m e n t dense q u 'e l l e  en 6 t a i t  
re sp ira b le *  e l l e  A ta it  devenue l ’a i r  lui-m&me ou buvable* 
comme une eau tra n s p a re n te . . . .  Comment vous d ir e  l ’6 c la t  
in c o m p a ra b le ? .. .  C 'H a i t  comme s ' i l  y a v a i t  q u a tre  s o l e i l s  
dans l e  c ie l.^®




Not only did th e  un iverse  r e a c t  on him* bu t he re a c te d  on th e  
universe*  each one re -e n fo rc in g  th e  o thers "Ma p a ix , ma propre  
luni& re a le u r  to u r s 1fipanchaient dans le  monde* je  combiais 
I 1un ivers d 'une  s a r te  d 'A nergie ad rienne . Pas une p a rc e lle  vide* 
to u t  G ta it  un mfilange de p le n itu d e  e t  de 14g&ret6, un p a r f a i t  
6 q u i l ib r e ." 37 The fa m il ia r  w orld seemed new to  him, and he f e l t  a 
g re a t astonishm ent i n  regard ing  i t  through h is  new-found happ inessi 
"Tout 6 t a i t  v ie rg e , p u r i f i6 ,  re trouvfi, je  r e s s e n ta is  a l a  f o i s  un 
8tonnement sans nom* mel6 a un sen tim en t d 'ex tr& ne f a m i l i a r i ty ." 3®
He can no t ex p la in  what t h i s  astonishm ent was* b u t i t  made him f e e l  
a s  i f  he were th e  c e n te r  o f th e  un iverse*  "Je  me s e n ta is  1&* aux 
p o r ts s  de l 'u n iv e r s ,  au c en tre  de l 'u n i v e r s . " 3^ He walked, he ran ,
he c r ie d  out* "Je  s u is ,  je  su is*  to u t  e s t ,  to u t  e s t l " ^  He even f e l t
t h a t  he cculd  have flown: "Oh* J 'a u r a is  certa inem en t pu m 'en v o le r,
te lle m e n t j 'f t t a i s  devenu 16ger, p lu s I8 g e r que ce c i e l  b leu  que Je  
r e s p i r a i s .  . . .  Un e f f o r t  de r i e n ,  un to u t  p e t i t  bond a u ra i t  s u f f i .
. . .  Je  me s e ra is  envolfi . . .  J ' e n  su is  s d r ." ^ 3
But somehow h is  happy fe e lin g  l e f t  him, and he has never had
i t  s in c e . Now th e re  i s  an em ptiness in s id e  of him l e f t  by th e  memory 
o f h is  l o s t  p a ra d ise : " I I  se f i t  en moi une s o r te  de vide tum ultueux,
37I b id . ,  p . 78, 
38Ib id .
39Ib id .
^ 9 lb id .
^Ibid.
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une t r i s t e s s e  profonde a'em para de moi, comme au moment d 'une  
se p a ra tio n  tra g iq u e , i n t o l e r a b l e . " ^  S ince then* he has had only 
a f e e l in g  of h e av in ess . Even though he has never been ab le  to  
re c a p tu re  h is  joyous s t a t e ,  he s t i l l  has th e  hunger f o r  i t .
This l o s t  p a ra d ise  a c tu a l ly  i s  found by two c h a ra c te rs  in  
Io n e sc o 's  th e a tr e :  by Am&d6e, who i s  re u n ite d  w ith  h is  r e a l  s e l f  
and becomes so happy th a t  he d r i f t s  o f f  in to  s p a c e ,^  and by the  
B&renger o f  Le P i6ton  de l ' a i r , who f l i e s  in to  the a i r  w ith o u t even 
th e  a id  o f w ings. The jo y  over having refound th e i r  tru e  n a tu re s  
makes th ese  two fo r tu n a te  beings so l ig h th e a r te d  t h a t  they  a re  
l i f t e d  r ig h t  out of th e  commonplace of th e  w orld in to  the  un iverse  
of i n f i n i t e  space. This jo y , "sans cause e t  sans l im i te s ,"  g ives 
to  the  c h a ra c te rs , as i t  were, i n v is ib le  w ings.
Le P l6 ton  de l ' a i r  i s  one of th o se  mellow p lay s  w r i t te n  when 
a p layw righ t i s  a t  th e  peak o f h is  powers. I n  th is  re s p e c t  i t  has 
been compared to  the  l a t e r  p lays of Shakespeare, i n  p a r t ic u la r  to  
The Tempest. ^  There i s  i n  th e  p lay  a mellowness and a g e n tle  humor 
which a re  q u ite  i n  c o n tra s t  to  th e  sharpness o f Io n e sc o 's  e a r l i e r  
ones. Le P i6 ton  de l ' a i r  takes on added depth  in  r e la t io n  to  the  
r e s t  of h is  t h e a t r i c a l  ou tpu t, and a ls o  to  h is  e ssa y s , fo r  one
^ I b i d . ,  p . 79.
^Am6d6e, ou Comment s '  en dfebarrasser i s  a ls o  t r e a te d  in  
Chapter I ,  pp. 27-1?, ancTln c h ap te r  IV, pp. lli2—lU3-
^ G o u h ie r , "Un humanisme tra g iq u e ,"  p . 8h.
k*\jean-Louis B a r ra u l t ,  "Un v ra i  ’P i6 ton  de l ' a i r ' , "  B ib lio , 
XXXI (O ctober, 1963), 2 .
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n o tic e s  se v e ra l re c u rr in g  themes in  a l l  o f them: th a t  people have
l o s t  p a r t  o f th e i r  tru e  se lv es  on growing up and th a t  th ey  are 
su f fe r in g  because of i t*  th a t  one has the  d e s ire  to  escape from th e  
p r iso n  of s o c ia l  e x is te n c e , and th a t  happiness comes w ith  re f in d in g  
o n e 's  t ru e  n a tu re . One a ls o  n o tic e s  Io n e sc o 's  p re fe ren ce  fo r  th e  
n a tu ra l  over th e  a r t i f i c i a l ,  a love  of th e  sim ple th in g s  in  l i f e ,  
and a fe e l in g  th a t  th e re  i s  in n a te  i n  man a c re a t iv e  i n s t i n c t ,  which 
must be g iven  an o u t le t .  And f in a l ly ,  th e re  i s  a pessimism co u n te r­
balanced  w ith  optimism.
The scenery of th e  p lay  i s  d escribed  by Ionesco in  th e  s tage  
d ire c tio n s  as something th a t  might have been p a in ted  by l e  Douanier 
Rousseau, o r U t r i l lo ,  or perhaps C hagall. There i s  a co ttag e  in  the  
background, i n  th e  m idst o f a b e a u t i f u l  E nglish  c o u n try s id e , which 
must g ive  th e  scene "une ambiance de r§ v e .n The whole s ta g e  i s  in  
"p le in e  lum iere , sans p4ncmbre.n In  th e  background one can see 
some houses, " to u te s  b lanches e t  t r d s  e n s o le i l l6 e s ,  d 'un  s o l e i l  
d 'a v r i l ,  de l a  p e t i te  v i l l e  de province a n g la is e ."  The sky i s  very  
b lue and very  pure . There a re  s e v e ra l orchards on th e  s ta g e —cherry  
t r e e s  and p e a r t r e e s —a l l  i n  f lo w ers . As i t  b eg in s , two ty p ic a l  
e ld e r ly  E n g lish  women a re  out w alking, indu lg ing  in  the  u su a l hollow 
t a lk  which Ionesco  assigns to  o rd in ary  m o rta ls :
I r e  7 . ANGLAISE: Oh, yes . . .
II® V. ANGLAISE: Tes, nous scmmes en A n g le te rre .
I 1,0 V. ANGLAISE: Dans l e  comtA de G loucester.
I I 8 V. ANGLAISE: Quel beau dimanche nous avons.^®
I o n e s c o ,  HiAStre, III , 122
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In  th e  m iddle of t h i s  "beau dim anche," a newspaper re p o r te r  
conies to  B S rengsr's peacefu l country  r e t r e a t  to  ask him some 
q u e s tio n s . (Bfirenger, in  th i s  p la y , i s  a su ccess fu l p layw righ t, who 
i s  a c tu a l ly  a th in  d isg u ise  fo r  Ionesco  h im se lf .)  He t e l l s  th e  
re p o r te r  th a t  i t  was p re c is e ly  to  escape such th in g s  t h a t  he f le d  to  
England. N everthe less, he does consent to  be in te rv iew ed . During 
the  course  o f th e  in te rv ie w , BSrenger t e l l s  him th a t  form erly th e re  
was "une fo rce  in e x p lic a b le "  in  him which enabled him to  w r ite  in  
s p i t e  o f "un n ih ilism e  fondam ental." But he can no longer co n tin u e , 
l i t e r a r y  a c t iv i t y  i s  no longer a game w ith  him. At one tim e i t  was 
"un passage v e rs  a u tre  chose"—ex ac tly  what he d id  no t know—b u t now 
i t  i s  no longer t h a t . ^
He f e e l s  th a t  every th ing  has a lread y  been s a id .  So, a t  l e a s t  
f o r  th e  time be in g , he has abandoned th e  th e a tr e .  The re p o r te r  
s t a te s  th a t  he b e liev e s  th a t  i t  i s  f e a r  of r i v a l s  th a t  has caused 
h is  re t ire m e n t, bu t BSrenger says th a t  i t  i s  r a th e r  a Mn 6 c ess it6  
de renouvellenient in t f i r ie u r ."  R ight now he i s  t i r e d j  every th ing  
f a t ig u e s  him, a l l  th e  more when he wonders i f  l i t e r a t u r e  can ever 
t r u ly  take  in to  account "l'dnorm e com plexit6 du rS e l  . . .  du 
m erve illeux  r 6 e l ."  Most l i t e r a t u r e  can not measure up to  l i f e ,  
s in c e  i t  i s  f re q u e n tly  only c lic h 6 — " c 'e s t - 4 - d i r e ,  e l l e  se f a i t  
c lich fi, e l l e  f ig e  im m kiiatenient, 1 ' exp ression  e s t  en r e ta r d  au l i e u  
de devancer. He wonders what can be done to  make l i t e r a t u r e
^7Ibid . ,  p. 1 2 5 .
^ b i d . ,  p. 128.
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"une exploration intA ressante."  Even im agination i s  in s u f f ic ie n t :  
"BAalitA dApasse l a  f ic t io n j  e l l e  ne peut m&ne plus Atre s a i s i e  par 
la  conscience.*^9
The r e p o r te r , now s a t i s f i e d  because he has an in te rv ie w  th a t  
w i l l  p lease  th e  re a d e rs  of the  Sunday s e c t io n , goes o f f .  Then 
BArenger, h is  w ife  JosAphine, and h is  daughter Uarthe go f o r  a  walk. 
Along the  way they encounter se v e ra l E nglish  people , among them one 
John B u ll, a bourgeo is Englishman—very much l ik e  th e  John B e ll  of 
A lfred  de V igny's C h a tte r to n . His f i r s t  remark g ives one a good 
in s ig h t  in to  h is  c h a ra c te r!
I I  paratt q u ' i l  fau t f a ir s  trAs a tten tion  a ce que 
d isen t l e s  poAtes. I I s  ont souvent ra ison . C 'est ce que 
l 'o n  m'a d i t .  I I s  prAvoient e t  ce la  se  v A r ifie . Je prAfAre 
le s  sa u c isse s . Je prAfAre mon c h ie n .^
While w alking and enjoying th e  exceedingly  lo v e ly  day, i n  the 
company of h is  fam ily , BArenger f in d s  t h a t  he i s  extrem ely happy. 
When h is  daughter p ick s  same flow ers to  pu t on h is  w ife 's  h a t ,  
BArenger i s  moved by such a ten d e r g e s tu re ! "AhI s i  to u t  l e  monde 
A ta it  comme t o i l  On v iv r a i t  dans l a  douceur. La v ie  s e r a i t  p o ss ib le  
e t  l ' o n  p o u r ra i t  a u ss i m ourir sans ch ag rin , p a is ib lem en t. Quand on 
v i t  Joyeusem ent, on peu t m ourir joyeusem ent. On d e v ra it  s 'a im e r 
t o u jo u r s . " ^  His daughter agrees w ith  him, say ing  th a t  she f e e l s  a 
love which i s  w ithou t o b je c t, b u t which i s  th e re  n e v e r th e le s s ,
**9Ibld .
$QTbld.,  p. l ia .
% b id ., p. 155.
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because every th ing  th a t  she sees i s  so  b e a u t i f u l .  He t e l l s  h is  
daughter th a t  she i s  r ig h t  to  love  every th ing  and th a t  she should 
remind him of th is  i f  ever he should  fo rg e t .  At the  moment* however* 
he i s  so happy th a t  he f e e l s  very  l i g h t :  "Jamais j e  n ' a i  6 t6  s i  
heureux. Jamais j e  ne me s u is  s e n t!  s i  I6 g e r ." -^  I t  must be the 
h ea lth y  f re s h  a i r  and th e  b e a u tifu l  countryside*  suggests h is  w ife .
He agrees* adding* " C 'e s t  comme s i  c 'f r t a i t  l a  premi&re f o is  que j e  
▼oyais. J e  v iens de n a i t r e . " ^
This i s  perhaps th e  "v i rg in i ty  d 'e s p r i t "  t h a t  Ionesco c a l l s  
f o r .  B trenger manages to  rec ap tu re  t h i s  id ea l*  and he t r i e s  to  
explain, i t :  " C 'e s t  . . .  une de ces jo ie o  oub lites*  oubliAes e t
p o u rta n t b ien  commas* comme une chose q u i m 'a p p a rtie n t de to u te  
i t e r n i t i *  que l ' o n  pe rd  tous l e s  jo u rs  e t  qu i cependant ne se  perd  
jam ais. La preuve* c ' e s t  qu 'on l a  retrouve*  qu 'on  l a  reconnalt."*^1 
This happiness i s  more th an  j u s t  a figm ent of h is  im ag ination :
"C ette  a llf tg re sse  e s t  physique. Je  l a  sens Ik .  lies poumons se 
g o n flen t d ' un  a i r  p lu s  s u b t i l  que l ' a i r .  See vapeurs me m ontent 
k l a  tfcte. D ivine g r i s e r i e l  Divine g r i s e r i e l  . . .  En ce moment . . .  
j e  n ' a i  p lu s d ' i n q u i e t u d e s . H e  does n o t understand  the  reason  
fo r  such a joyous s t a t e ,  b u t f e e ls  th a t  perhaps i t  i s  b e t t e r  th a t  
way* fo r  he m ight be le s s  happy i f  he knew the reason  why.
52I b id .
■forbid.
*fo lb id .* p . 156. 
^rbid.
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He ev en tu a lly  beeone3 so happy th a t  he can no t c o n ta in  h is  
jo y . I t  g e ts  out o f hand: "Cela d tbo rde , c e la  m 'em porte, c e la  me
tr a n s p o r ts ,  c e la  me eouleve de t e r r e . " ^  In  f a c t ,  h is  f e e t  do 
a c tu a lly  leave  th e  ground a few c en tim e te rs . This l ig h tn e s s  of h is  
becomes con tag ious, and same nearby English  c h ild re n  beg in  sk ipp ing  
as they  w alk. T heir e ld e r s ,  however, f in d  th i s  im proper and t e l l  
them to  s to p . Josephine th inks th a t  he r husband has gone f a r  
enough i n  h is  buoyancy—a f te r  a l l ,  i t  i s  em barrassing to  have a 
husband who walks se v e ra l c en tim e te rs  above the  ground—and she 
t e l l s  him to  s to p . John B ull comments th a t ,  even though th e re  a re  
many ways fo r  one to  express h is  jo y , i t  i s  b e t t e r  n o t to  express i t .  
The re p o r te r  remarks th a t  fo re ig n e rs  should  be q u a ran tin ed .
B trenger*s w ife  then  says t h a t  he i s  making a sp e c ta c le  o f h im se lf , 
and she warns him th a t  he w i l l  be a tta c k e d  i n  th e  newspapers, and 
t h a t  perhaps even h is  E nglish  v is a  w i l l  be revoked. The o th er 
onlookers say th a t  he i s  no t w e ll b rought up. Bfcrenger n e v e rth e le ss  
con tinues expressing  h is  happiness i n  h is  own way, and he adds, nJe  
me sens soulevft e t  submerge p a r l a  j o i e . " ^
He begins no t only to  walk above th e  su rfa ce  of th e  ground, 
b u t to  make l i t t l e  jumps in to  th e  a i r .  He i s  aglow w ith  wonder:
MJe  m*envole. . . .  J ’a i  retrouvfi le  moyen, l e  mqyen o u b li4 .n^  !Die 
English  onlookers t e l l  him th a t  t h i s  i s  no t n a tu ra l ,  b u t he a ssu res
56Ib id ., p. 1 6 1 .
^7Ib id . ,  p. 161*.
^ I b id ., p. 165.
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them th a t  i t  i s :  "Je  l e  f a i s  to u t  spontanfiment. Ca v ie n t  to u t
s a u l . " ^  He goes on to  say : "Voler e s t  un beso in  in d isp en sab le
i  l'hoom e. . . .  C ' e s t  une fa c u l ty  inn&e. Tout l e  monde o u b lie .
. . .  C ' e s t  sim ple , p o u rta u t, lumineux, e n fa n tin . Quand on ne vo le  
p as, c ' e s t  p i r e  qui s i  nous 6 tio n s  p riv 6 s  de n o u r r i tu re .  C ' e s t  
pour c e la  sans doute que nous nous sen tons m a l h e u r e u x .  The 
on lookers, however, a re  s a t i s f i e d  not to  f l y ,  and John B ull even 
sa y s : "U 'a sse o ir  s u f f i t  a mon bonheur. J 'a im e  a u ss i r e s t e r  debout.
Ou me coucher su r l e  v e n tre  avec pour couvertu re  mon c u l . " ^
The o th e rs  t e l l  him th a t ,  even i f  he should be r ig h t  in  
say in g  th a t  f ly in g  i s  a  fa c u l ty  which human beings have fo rg o tte n , 
i t  i s  too  l a t e  to  re le a n s  i t .  Bferenger says t h a t  one must t r y  to  
remember I t .  He adm its th a t  most of th e  tim e he h im se lf does n o t 
know how to  f l y ,  b u t j u s t  th e  same he f e e l s  th a t  i t  i s  necessary  to  
le a rn  i t  i n  o rder to  be a more complete be ing : "Je s a is  de 1*absence
de q u e lle  chose j e  s o u ff re . C ' e s t  une a f f a i r e  de san tfi. S i nous ne 
volons p as, c ' e s t  que nous samnes in f i r m e s ." ^  He m ain tains th a t  
one can f l y  j u s t  as one can b re a th e . John B ull remarks t h a t ,  even 
i f  one could f l y ,  one should n o t, f o r ,  as he says, " I I  f a u t  dominer
59Ib id .
^ I b i d . ,  p . 166. This s ta tem en t i s  very  s im ila r  to  one which 
Ionesco  made i n  an in te rv ie w  in  i 960, r e p r in te d  in  Notes e t  c o n tre -  
n o tee , pp . 97-98, and to  a sta tem ent in  h is  a r t i c l e  in  th e  Jo u rn a l de 
Mdtaphysique e t  de m orale, p . 1*09, bo th  of which a re  mentioned in
Chapter V, p .“T9X’
^T o n esco , ThSfitre, I I I ,  166.
62Ib id ., p. 167.
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ses  i n s t i n c t s . " ^  BArenger, however, i n s i s t s  th a t  f ly in g  i s  a h a b it  
which can  be tak en  up again} a f t e r  a l l ,  i f  we a re  no t c a r e fu l ,  we 
m ight even fo rg e t  how to  w alk. This cou ld  lead  to  our lo s in g  a l l  of 
our powers. The o th e rs  adm it th a t  he i s  r ig h t  in  t h i s ,  fo r  
p e d e s tr ia n s  a re  indeed  becoming r a r e r .  BArenger i n s i s t s  th a t  he w i l l  
rem ain a p e d e s tr ia n , bo th  of th e  e a r th  and of th e  a i r .
He attem pts to  f ly  h ig h e r , b u t h is  w ife t e l l s  him th a t  th i s  
cannot be done. He t e l l s  h e r th a t  one must have confidence , or e ls e  
one w i l l  n o t be ab le  to  do i t .  When one has t h i s  confidence—when he 
f in d s  h im self in  f b l l  f l i g h t ,  over the h ig h e s t t r e e s ,  or a la k e , o r 
th e  co u n try s id e—he i s  n o t a t  a l l  a f r a id .  But i f  he th in k s  th a t  i t  
i s  abnormal to  f l y ,  th en  he can no t do i t .  BArenger has a d e s ire  to  
f l y  even h ig h e r—to  r i s e  up over th e  v a lle y  which i s  th e re  i n  f ro n t  
of him, to  see what th e re  i s  i n  th e  o th e r v a lle y s  beyond th e  h i l l s .  
This, of co u rse , he w i l l  do w ith o u t th e  a id  o f any m echanical dev ice . 
He p re fe rs  to  do i t  n a tu ra l ly ,  fo r  even though " l 'e n g in  remplace 
l ’homme e t  ses fo n c tio n s ,"  he p re fe rs  to  f in d  again  Ml a  fo n c tio n  
au then tique  a t r a v e r s  ses dA form ations.1' ^  He succeeds in  f ly in g  
h ig h e r, ana he asks i f  the  o th e rs  want to  t r y  a ls o . The ch ild ren  
say y e s , b u t th e  grownups say no. BArenger does i t  alone} he f l i e s  
so high th a t  he goes ou t of s ig h t .
JosAphine i s  a f ra id  th a t  he w i l l  f ly  away and leave  h e r 
perm anently . E v en tu a lly , a f t e r  many anxious moments on the  p a r t  o f
63Ibld . ,  p. 168.
6W d „  p. 171.
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h is  w ife , BArenger re tu rn s  to  e a r th ,  v i s ib ly  shaken by h is  f l ig h t
in to  space . He has seen th in g s  too h o r r ib le  to  d e sc r ib e , and he has
l o s t  h is  fe e lin g  of l ig h tn e s s .  However, no one wishes to  b e lie v e
him, excep t h is  fam ily , who would l ik e  to  f l y  away w ith  him. He says
th a t  he can no t take  them, fo r  th e re  i s  nothing in  ou ter space , b u t
" le s  ablmes i l l im i tA s ."  The th re e  of them walk back to  town,
saddened. BArenger*s daugh ter, however, i s  s t i l l  o p tim is t ic j  "P eu t-
Atre le s  ablmes se rem p liro n t . . .  peu t-A tre  que . . .  l e s  ja rd in s  . . .
65l e s  j a r  d ins . . . "  Cn th is  no te  the  p lay  ends, as th e  th ree  walk o ff  
in to  th e  su n se t, on th i s  s o r t  o f "quatorze j u i l l e t  a n g la is ."
The a c t  of f ly in g  in  PiAton de l * a i r  i s ,  of cou rse ,
symbolic of something e ls e :  to  re g a in  a l l  of o n e 's  s e l f —-all o f the
undeveloped f a c u l t i e s  which have been a l l  b u t lo s t— to  break away 
from th e  l im itin g  con fines o f one 's  e a r th ly  e x is te n ce  in to  th e  
i n f i n i t e  freedom and opp o rtu n ity  which th e  u n iv erse  holds out f o r  u s. 
The ex p lan a tio n  has been o ffe re d  th a t  th i s  l e v i t a t io n  i s  a s ig n  of 
"m etaphysical y e a r n in g s ." ^  I t  has been suggested by Richard 
Schechner th a t  i t  i s  "a m etaphor fo r  th e  c re a tiv e  a c t  i t s e l f .
I t  i s  perhaps a ls o  symbolic o f a l l  th e  obscure long ings of th e  so u l 
and of th e  d e s ire  fo r  the  fu lf i l lm e n t  o f dreams,^® o r perhaps of th e
6^I b id . ,  p . 198.
66,
[Anonymous], "Away from the A bsurd," The Times L ite ra ry  
Supplement, August 30, 1963, p . 658.
67
'R ichard  Schechner, "The In n er and th e  Outer R e a lity ,"
Tulane Drama Review,  VII (Spring , 1963) ,  216.
^ C h a r le s  I .  G licksberg , "Ionesco and the A esth e tic  o f the 
A bsurd," The A rizona Q u arte rly , XVIII, 301.
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e x e rc is in g  of the  Im ag ination , o r, in  fac t*  of any a c t  o f b reak ing  
out of th e  confines o f o ne 's  l im ite d  in te l l ig e n c e  to  grasp  th in g s 
which a re  o u tsid e  th e  realm  of the  r e a s o n .
I t  would seem as i f  a l l  of these  in te rp re ta t io n s  have th e i r  
v a l id i ty ,  fo r  Ionesco  has suggested c re a tio n  (e s p e c ia lly  a r t i s t i c  
c re a t io n ) ,  dreaming, and im ag ina tion  as some of th e  means to  break  
away from l i f e ' s  l im ita t io n s  and develop o n ese lf more f u l ly .  Let 
us tak e  up th ese  su g g estio n s , beginning  w ith  im ag ination , which 
Ionesco  sees as more im portan t than  " la  r 6 a l i t£  co n c re te , m a t6 r ie l le , 
appauvrie , v id6e , l im i t6 e ." 70 He b e lie v e s  th a t  i t  i s  no t by a 
l im ite d  no tion  o f r e a l i t y  th a t  th e  a u th e n tic  n a tu re  of th in g s  i s  
d iscovered : "La n a tu re  au then tique  des choses, l a  v 6 r i t6  ne peu t
nous S tre  r6v6l6e que par l a  f a n ta i s ie  p lu s r i a l i s t e  que tous le s  
rf ia lism e s ."7 -̂ Dreaming can rev e a l to  th e  mind many th in g s which a re  
n e t n o ticed  when one i s  awake. Ionesco w r i te s :  "Lorsque j e  rSve
je  n 'a i  pas l e  sen tim ent d 'ab d iq u e r l a  pens6e. J ' a i  au c o n tra ir e  
1 ' im pression  que j e  v o is , en r&vant, des vferitfes, qui m 'apparaisB ent,
des 6vidences, dans une lum iere p lu s  6 c la ta n te , avec une^acuitfe p lus
im pitoyable  q u 'a  l ' 4 t a t  de v e i l l e . " 72
Ionesco  sees im ag ination  as a kind of power; i t  i s  " la  fo rce
69'George G. Strem, "R itu a l and Poetry  in  Eugene Io n esco 's  
T h ea tre ,"  The Texas Q u arte rly , V (1962), 156.
^ Io n e sc o , Notes e t  c o n tre -n o te s , pp . k-S*
71I b i d . ,  p . 123.
72Ib id ., p. 93.
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v iv an te  e t  c rf ta tr ic e  de 1 ' e s p r i t  h u m ain ."^  Im agination  i s  a source 
o f th e  joy  of ex istence}  i t  i s  p a r t  of man's tru e  n a tu re . The world 
th a t  i s  w ith in  needs fu r th e r  e x p lo ra tio n : "L 'espace e s t  immense a
l ' i n t 6 r i e u r  de nous-m&ne. Qui ose s 'y  aven tu rar?  I l  nous f a u t  des 
e x p lo ra te u rs , des d6couvreurs de mondes inconm e qui so n t en nous, 
qui so n t a d6couvrir en nous. " ^  One simply needs th e  s o l i tu d e , th e  
daringness to  seek i t ,  and th e  d e s ire  to  l e t  h is  mind leave  th e  
grooves i t  has been pushed in to  by system s of any k ind .
Freedom of th e  im ag ination  i s  perhaps th e  audac ity  which 
Ionesco f e e l s  th a t  th e  w orld la c k s : "La l ib e r tf i  d 'im ag in a tio n  n 'e s t
pas une f u i t e  dans l ' i r r f e e l ,  e l le  n 'e s t  pas une Evasion, e l l e  e s t  
audace, in v e n tio n . In v e n te r  n 'e s t  pas d6m issionner, n 'e s t  pas 
s '6 v a d e r . Les ro u tes  de 1 ' im agination  so n t inncm brables, l e s  
pu issances de 1 ' in v en tio n  n 'o n t  pas de l o m e e . " ^  Using our power to  
th in k  i s  one way to  d e liv e r  ou rse lves from our c o n d itio n . The work 
of Ionesco has been c a l le d  "une pr&mfeditatdon d 'une l ib e r ty  a nous 
promise e t  que nous ne connaissons pas e n c o r e ." ^  Ionesco  wonders 
i f  a r t  might n o t be the  means to  th is  l ib e r ty :  "Je me demands s i
l ' a r t  ne p o u r ra it  pas S tre  l a  l ib e r a t io n ,  le  r4 ap p ren tissag e  d 'une  
l ib e r ty  dont nous scomes d6shab itu6s, que nous avons o u b liie , dont
73I b i d . ,  p . 130.
% b i d . ,  p . 207.
^ I b l d . , p . 61i.
76Jean Duvignaud, "La D ferision ," C ahiers flenaud-B arrault,
No. 29 (February, I960), 22.
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1 'absence f a i t  s o u f f r i r  au ss i b le n  ceux q u i se c ro le n t  l ib r e s  que 
ceux q u i pensen t ne pas pouvoir l 'S t r e ;  mais un ap p ren tissag e  
• in d ir e c t .
A r t i s t i c  c re a t io n  i s  an im portan t and in d isp en sab le  p a r t  of 
n a n 's  n a tu re : "La c re a tio n  e s t  une n £ c ess it6  in s t in c t iv e )  e x tr a -
c o n sc ie n te j parce  que imagLner, in v e n te r , dA couvrlr, c r i e r ,  e s t  une 
fo n c tio n  a u ss i n a tu r e l le  que l a  r e s p i r a t i o n . I t  i s  being  
deprived of a c re a t iv e  o u t le t  which causes some of m an's m ala ise :
"Les gens qu i en so n t p r iv is ,  a qui on re fu se  l a  l i b e r t i  d 'in v e n te r ,  
du je u , de c r i e r  des oeuvres d 'a r t ,  a u -d e la  de to u t  'engagement* 
s o u ff re n t  profondim ent. M&ne s ' i l s  ne s 'e n  aperpo iven t pas c l a i r e -  
ment to u t  de s u i te .
Ionesco  b e lie v e s  th a t  th e  need to  in v e n t, to  express o n ese lf  
by c re a tin g  something i s  what r a i s e s  man above th e  an im als. A ll of 
u s , a t  one tim e o r an o th e r, have w r i t te n ,  o r a t  l e a s t  t r i e d  to  w r i te ,  
o r e ls e  have t r i e d  to  p a in t ,  to  a c t ,  to  compose m usic, or to  b u i ld  
som ething, i f  only a  r a b b i t  cage. There i s  n o t always any p r a c t i c a l  
u t i l i t y  to  t h i s ,  o r , i f  so , I t  i s  only a p re te x t  to  l e t  our c re a t iv e  
n a tu re  express i t s e l f .® 0 Ihe a c t  o f c re a t in g , i n  f a c t ,  i s  what 
c h a ra c te r is e s  man:
77" Io n e s c o , "Depute d ix  ans j e  me b a ts  con tre  1 'e s p r i t  
bourgeois e t  le e  ty ra n n ie s  p o l i t iq u e s ," A r ts , No. 758 (January , I960), 
26.
^ Io n e s c o , "L1Auteur e t  ses p rob llm es,"  Revue de M&taphysique 
e t  de m orale, IXVIII (October-Dee ember, 1963), 1&9.
79Ionesco, Notes e t contre-notes, pp. 97-98.
8oIbid. ,  pp. 103-101:.
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Ce qui caractA rise l'honme, a -t-o n  d i t ,  c 'e s t  q u ' i l  e s t  
1 'animal qui r i t j  i l  ea t surtout 1 'animal crAateur. 11 
in tro d u it dans l'u n iv ers  des choses qui n>existent pas dans 
1 'u n iversi temples ou cabanes a la p in s , b rouettes, locom otives, 
symphonies, poAmes, cathAdrales, c ig a r e tte s . L 'u tilitA  de la  
crea tion  de toutes ces choses n'en e s t  trAs souvent quo le  
p r e te x ts . A quoi s e r t  d 'ex ister?  & a x is te r . A quo! s e r t  une 
fleu r?  A Stre une f le u r . A quoi servent un temple, une 
cathedrals? A abriter  l e s  f id d le s?  I I  me semble que non, 
pui8que le s  temples sont dAsaffectAs e t  que l 1on continue de 
l e s  admirer. I l s  servent a nous rAvAler le s  l o i s  de 
I 1arch itectu re e t  peut-Atre c e l le s  de la  construction  
u n iv er se lle  que vraiseablablem ent notre e sp r it  r e f la t e ,  
puisque 1 'e s p r it  l e s  retrouve en lui-m em e.ol
The c re a t iv e  poser of th e  im ag ina tion , which some people  see
as ev asio n , b u t which Ionesco sees  as an e s s e n t ia l  p a r t  of our n a tu re ,
must not be lim ited , or channeled in to  narrow paths:
I I  ne fau t pas empAcher l e  dAploiement lib r e  des forces  
im aginetives. Pas de c a n a lisa tio n s , pas de d irig ism e, pas 
d'idAes prAconpues, pas de lim ite e . Je pense qu'une oeuvre 
d 'a r t  en e s t  une dans la  mesure oil 1 ' in ten tio n  premiere e s t  
dApassAe; dans la  mesure oil l e  f l o t  im aginatif e s t  allA  
au-dela des l im ite s  ou des v o ies  A troites que v o u la it  s'im poser, 
au dApart, l e  crAateur: m essages, idA ologies, dAsir de prouver 
ou d 'enseigner. Cette lib ertA  absolue d'im aginer, l e s  e sp r its  
t r i s t e s  de notre temps la  nomment f u i t e ,  Avasion a lors q u 'e lle  
e s t  crAation.82
Absolute l ib e r ty  o f thought i s  what Ionesco c a lls  fo r , sin ce cer ta in  
r e a l i t i e s  and b asic  truths revea l themselves only "dans l e  cheminement 
de c e t te  pensAe crA atrice." This s ig n if ie s  to  Ionesco that 
" I1im agination e s t  rAvAlatrice, q u 'e lle  e s t  chargAe de m ultip les  
s ig n if ic a t io n s  que le  'rAalisme' A troit e t  quotidien ou 1'idA ologie  
l im ita t iv e  ne peuvent plus rAvAler."8^
82l b i d . ,  p. 32.
8^Ibid., p. 62.
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Whan Ionesco  w rites*  he does n o t always have in  mind a 
s p e c if ic  In te n t io n  or plan* bu t r a th e r  he has many ideas* some only 
p a r t ly  formed* some perhaps only in  h is  sub-conscious: "En e ffe t*
pour moi* c 'e s t  dans e t  grfice a  l a  c re a tio n  a r t i s t iq u e  que 1 ' in te n t io n  
ou l e s  in te n t io n s  se  p r6 c is e n t .  La c o n s tru c tio n  n 'e s t  que le  
surg issem ent de 1 'E d if ic e  in t6 r ie u r  se  l a i s s a n t  a in s i  d 6 c o u v r i r ." ^
So* in  th e  beginning  th e re  i s  th e  c re a tiv e  urge* which must be 
allow ed to  develop on i t s  own. As he says in  h is  Notes e t  c o n tre -  
n o te s : " I I  f a u t  l a i s s e r  1 ' im agination  c o u r ir  librem ent* b ie n  au
d e la  des c o n s id e ra tio n s  e x t6 r ie u re s , secondaires*  canme so n t c e l le s  
du d e s t in  de 1*oeuvre, de sa  p o p u la r ity , ou du beso in  d ' i l l u s t r e r
OK
une id A o lo g ie ." The au tho r owes a lle g ia n c e  only to  h is  c re a t io n ,
to  which he must g ive  b i r t h  n a tu ra lly :
La c re a t io n  ne ressem ble pas a la  d ic ta tu re *  pas mdme a une 
d ic ta tu r e  idA ologique. E l le  e s t  vie* lib e r ty *  e l l e  p eu t mdme 
y t r e  c o n tre  l e s  idyaux connus e t  se to u m e r con tre  1 'a u te u r .
L 'a u te u r n 'a  qu 'un d e v o ir , ne pas in te rv e n ir ,  v iv re  e t  l a i s s e r  
v iv re*  l ib y r e r  ses obsessions* ses phantasmes* ses  personnages* 
son un i vers* l e s  l a i s s e r  n a ltre *  prendre  fozme* e x is te r .® «
The means to  c re a t iv e  m ental a c t iv i ty  re q u ire s  so litu d e*  
something d i f f i c u l t  to  come ty  i n  our tim e. Ionesco  defends so litu d e  
a g a in s t th o se  who th in k  o f i t  a s  a form o f escape or as a n t i - s o c ia l  
behav io r. I n  fac t*  to  him* so c ie ty  i s  made up o f s o l i t a r y  be ings:
"La s o li tu d e  n 'e s t  pas sy p a ra tio n  mais recueillem ent*  a lo rs  que le s
81*Ibid., p. Ili3*
8?Ibid.* p. 30.
86Ibid .* p. 175.
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g ro u p m en ts , l e s  so c i6 t6 s  ne so n t, le  p lu s  souvent, comme on l ' a  
d 6 ja  d i t ,  que des s o l i t a i r e s  r6 u n is ." 87 I t  i s  i n  h is  s o li tu d e  th a t  
th e  p o e t d isco v ers  r e a l i t i e s .  The p h ilo so p h er, to o , d isco v ers  h is  
t r u th s  in  the  s i le n c e  of h is  l ib r a r y ,  t r u th s  which a re  no t re a d i ly  
communicated.8® Ionesco  b e lie v e s  th a t  i t  i s  i n  our so l i tu d e  th a t  
we f in d  our r e a l  s e lv e s i "Dans n o tre  s o litu d e  fondam entale . . .  
nous nous re tro u v o n s ."89
Ionesco  i s  a man who enjoys s o l i tu d e . He bemoans the  f a c t  
th a t  today , w ith  our s o c i a l i s t i c ,  n a t io n a l i s t i c ,  and bourgeois 
s o c ie t ie s ,  th e  in d iv id u a l has l i t t l e  in  the  way of a p r iv a te  l i f e .
He f e e l s  th a t  he i s  more t r u ly  h im se lf when he i s  a lone and th a t  
o f te n  s o c ie ty  a l ie n a te s  him from h im self and from o t h e r s . ^  He 
w r ite s  th a t  h is  s o c ia l  s e l f  does no t f u l ly  re v e a l him: "Lorsque Je
s u is  a  l a  su rfa ce  s o c ia le  de moi-meme Je su is  io p e rso n n e l. Ou Je  
s u is  t r e s  peu moi-m§me. "9^ He remarks t h a t  one always f e e ls  a b i t  
uncom fortable in  the  company of o th e r peop le , i n  whose presence one 
can be very  lo n e ly . He b e lie v e s  th a t  i t  i s  in d isp en sab le  to  have 
some secrecy  and p riv acy  in  o n e 's  l i f e . 9**
87I b l d . ,  p . 129.
88Ionesco , "There i s  no Avant-garde T h ea te r,"  t r a n s .  Richard 
Howard, Ever green Review, I  (1957), lOh.
89̂Ionesco , Notes e t  c o n tre -n o te s ,  p . 60.
^ b i d . ,  p . 91*.
91I b i d . ,  p . 95.
92V ieri Tucci, "An In te rv iew  w ith  Eugene Io n e s c o ," Mademoiselle, 
U I  (A p r il , 1961), 187. -------------------
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S o litu d e i he f e e l* ,  i s  what c h a ra c te r iz e s  th e  human c o n d itio n ,
which i s ,  in  the f in a l  a n a ly s is , what Ionesco i s  most concerned with;
"Ce q u i, personnellem ent, m'obsAde, ce qui m'intAresse profondAment,
ce qui « ' engage c 'e s t  l e  problAme de la  condition  humaine, dans son
ensemble, so c ia l  ou e x tr a -so c ia l. L 'ex tr a -so c ia l: c 'e s t  la  ou
lihcmme e s t  profondAment s e u l ." ^  He goes farth er)
S i Je peux m'exprimer en paradoxe, je  d ira i que la  sociAtA 
vA ritab le, 1 1authentique conmunautA humaine, e s t  e x tr a -so c ia le ,— 
c 'e s t  une sociAtA plus waste e t  plus profonde, c e l le  qui se  
rAvele par des angoisses communes, des dA sirs, des n osta lg ia s  
secretes qui sont l e  f a i t  de tou s. L 'h isto ire  du monde e s t  
gouvernAe par ces n o sta lg ie s  e t  ces angoisses que 1 'a c tiv itA  
p o litiq u e  ne f a i t  que reflA ter , e t  q u 'e lle  in terp rete  tr e s  
imparfaitement* iucune sociAtA n'a pu ab olir  la  t r is t e s s e  
humaine, aucun systerae p o lit iq u e  ne peut nous libArer de la  
douleur de v iv re , de la  peur de mourir, de notre s o i f  de 
l 'a b so lu . C 'est la  condition  humaine qui gouverne la  
condition so c ia le , non le  contraire.^d
Ionesco claims th at h is  plays try  to  show simply th a t man i s  
not only a s o c ia l animal who i s  a prisoner o f h is  tim e, but th at he 
i s  a lso , and e sp e c ia lly , "dans tous le s  temps, d iffA rent h istor iq u e-  
ment, dans ses accid en ts, identique dans son e sse n c e ." ^  He wonders 
what the term "social" r e a lly  means, and he b e liever  that there are 
many misunderstandings in  connection with th is  word. Too o ften , he 
f e e ls ,  things which are sa id  to have a so c ia l in te r e s t  in  r e a l ity  
have more of a p o l i t ic a l  or p ra c tica l value. He prefers the word 
"conmunautA" to  "sociAtA." He r e fe r s  to  a "communautA ex tra -  
h istariq u e,"  which he says i s  a more fundamental one going beyond
^ Io n e sc o , Notes e t  contre-notes, p . Ill* 
?IjI b id . ,  p . 73.
9^ Ib id ., p. 60.
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any b a r r ie r  o f c a s te  o r c l a s s . ^  He f in d s  th a t  "l'homme 'e n  g^n& ral1 
e s t  p lu s v ra i  que l'homme l im i ts  a son fipoque, m u til6 ." ^ 7 Ionesco  
t r i e s  to  g e t to  the very source of th e  human s i tu a t io n ,  which i s  why 
he a s s e r ts  th e  primacy o f th e  b a sic  n a tu re  of man. He p e n e tra te s  th e  
complex s t ru c tu re  of so c ie ty  to  re d isc o v e r "the ro o t  o f mankind": 
man h im s e l f .^
AH o f Io n e sc o 's  p la y s , i n  one way or an o th e r, tend  toward th e  
" r e c o n s t i tu t io n  of an honourable image o f human n a tu re , and of th a t  
n a tu re  i n  i t s  r e la t io n  w ith  o th e r  n a tu r e s . " ^  This human na tu re  i s  
n o t to  be found e n t i r e ly  i n  m an's s o c ia l  s e l f — th a t  l im ite d  p a r t  o f 
him th a t  i s  on the  su rfa c e —b u t a ls o  i n  h is  in n e r  l i f e .  The u n iv erse  
which l i e s  w ith in  us needs to  be exp lo red  f u r th e r ,  fo r  i t  can be as 
im portan t as th e  o u ts id e  one, of which i t  i s ,  a f t e r  a l l ,  a p a r t :  "Le
moude i n t l r i e u r  p eu t e t r e  a u ss i r ic h e  que l e  monde du dehors . L’ur 
e t  l 'a u t r e  ne so n t, d 'a i l l e u r s ,  que le s  deux asp ec ts  d 'une  m$me 
r 6 a l i t 6 .« 100
Io n e s c o 's  th e a tr e ,  i n  th e  words of Henri Gouhier, " rep re se n ts  
a u jo u rd 'h u i ce re to u r  a l'homme in tA r ie u r ." ^ ^  This i n t e r i o r l t y
y6Ib id . ,  p . 93.
97I b i d . ,  p . 60 .
98M ichael Maddison, "A P rospect of Commitment," P o l i t i c a l  
Q u a rte rly , XXXII (O ctober, 1961), 356-357. --------------
^[Anonym ous], "A School o f V ig ilan ce ,"  The Times l i t e r a r y  
Supplement, March li, I960, p . lU*.
^^^Eonesco, Notes e t  c o n tre -n o te s , p . I l l ,
^■ G ouhier, "Eugene Ionesco ,"  p . 180.
gives man back h is  l o s t  dim ension and r e s to re s  him to  h is  o r ig in a l  
d ig n ity .  What Ionesco  would l ik e  to  see i s  a world reform ed in  
accordance w ith  everyone 's  in n e r  n a tu re , a world i n  which one can be , 
in  th e  words o f Bfirenger, "un $ tre  6o u ria n t dans un monde e o u r ia n t . ' '^ 0^ 
Any k ind  of r e v o l t  which i s  to  b e t t e r  tho  »*orld must take  in to  
c o n s id e ra tio n  no t J u s t  th e  e x te r io r  l i f e  of man, b u t a ls o  th e  in n e r  
l i f e i  "Dans c e t  u n iv ers  t o t a l i t a i r e  ou le s  gens ne so n t que des 
camarades e t  non p lu s  des amis, su rg ira  l a  r£ v o lte  qu i r e s ta u r e r a ,  
je  l 'e s p e r e ,  l'homme dans son i n t 6 r i o r i t 6 ,  dans son humanity r £ e l l e ,  
dans sa  l ib e r tf t  e t  son i q u i l i b r e .1* ^ ^
■̂02Ionesco, Th6$tre, II , 73.
^•^Ionesco, Notes et contre-notes, p. 109.
CONCLUSION
A study  of th e  concept o f id e n t i ty  i n  the  th e a tre  of Ionesco  
shows a major preoccupation  w ith  th i s  concept and w ith  th e  various 
problems th a t  a r is e  in  r e la t io n  to  i t .  He p o in ts  out how th e  in d iv id u a l 
i s  be leaguered  a l l  h is  l i f e  and in  alm ost every way by a lie n a t in g  
fo rc e s . This a l ie n a t io n  begins in  th e  fam ily  environm ent, where th e re  
i s  l i t t l e  p r iv a te  l i f e  and where each member of the  fam ily  i s  
r e s t r i c t e d  by th e  o th e r  members. The person  becomes le s s  o f an 
in d iv id u a l th an  a p a r t  o f a group. The fam ily  i s  th e  agen t of 
s o c ie ty 's  p ressu re  to  decrease  in d iv id u a l i ty .  I t  metes out reward 
or punishment i n  accordance w ith  i t s  id eas  and v a lu e s . The in d iv id u a l 
i s  quick  to  r e a l iz e  t h i s  and he e i th e r  f a l l s  in to  th e  common p a t te rn ,  
or e ls e  i s  made to  subm it.
S o c ie ty  a t  la rg e  continues th e  work begun by th e  fam ily , as i t ,  
to o , tak e s  c o n tro l  of th e  in d iv id u a l.  Ionesco  shows th a t  s o c ia l  l iv in g ,  
w ith  i t s  ro u t in e s ,  d u t ie s ,  cerem onies, and form ulas fo r  ta lk in g  i s  very  
much l ik e  a r i t u a l .  The in d iv id u a l i s  separa ted  from h im self by th e  
o b lig a tio n s  o f so c ie ty —by i t s  demands on h is  tim e, e n e rg ie s , and 
a t te n t io n .  O ne's s o c ia l id e n t i ty  becomes th e  whole man, and th e  in n e r  
s e l f  s u f f e r s .  As a r e s u l t ,  the  in d iv id u a l lo se s  s ig h t  o f th e  goals o f 
l i f e  and does n o t examine h is  reasons fo r  e x is tin g .
The fo rc e s  of so c ia l  a u th o r ity  a re  embodied fo r  Ionesco in  
what he r e f e r s  to  as th e  A dm in istra tion . The a r c h i te c t  in  Tueur sans
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gages I s  seen to  be an example of a member o f th e  A ctatin istration who 
has been com pletely dehumanized. He I s  p resen ted  by Ionesco as th e  
man of th e  fu tu re  i n  a p e r fe c t ly  re g u la te d  so c ie ty . This Kafkaesque 
c re a tu re  I s  a man who does no t th in k  fo r  h im se lf, bu t sim ply does h is  
duty, wherever i t  may le a d . By so  doing, he has given up h is  
conscience and h is  r e s p o n s ib i l i ty .  He can see  h is  fe llo w  beings 
su f fe r in g  and even k i l l e d  w ithou t any twinge of h is  conscience . He 
never w orries about h is  fu tu re ,  fo r  he f e e ls  sa fe  w ith in  the  
A d m in is tra tio n , to  which he unquestion ing ly  g ives h is  a lle g ia n c e .
Ionesco  a ls c  shows how th e  s p i r i t  of th e  in d iv id u a l, l ik e  h is  
body, i s  se ize d  upon by a lie n a tin g  fo rc e s . The mind becomes d ire c te d  
by a ready  acceptance of clichA s and borrowed system s of thought, 
e sp e c ia l ly  when th ese  a re  accepted  w ithout exam ination. The means to  
th e  tyranny of th e  mind a re  both  p ass iv e  and a c t iv e . On a passive  
le v e l ,  one simply re p e a ts  what the  r e s t  of h is  fe llow s say , l ik e  a 
kind of p a r r o t .  Ionesco  shows th a t  people who l iv e  thus can become 
someone e ls e  and v ic e  v e rsa , because they a l l  have th e  same id e n t i ty  
and th e re  i s  nothing underneath to  e s ta b l is h  anything more s ta b le .
Such people a re  seen  to  e x c e lle n t  advantage in  l a  C a n ta tr ic e  chauve.
A ctive dom ination on a m ental le v e l  i s  a ls o  dem onstrated by 
Ionesco , e sp e c ia lly  i n  La Legon and R hinoceros. He i s  aware th a t  
le a d e rs  of schools o f thought a re  ever on th e  q u est fo r  new d is c ip le s  
and w ish to  form o th er people in  th e i r  own image. Such i s  th e  
p ro fe sso r of Ijl Lag on, who m ight be looked upon as th e  p e rs o n if ic a t io n  
of a c lo sed  system  o f thought. Ionesco opposes any pre-form ed system  
which s u b s t i tu te s  i t s e l f  f a r  thought and by so  doing k i l l s  i t .  On a
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c re a t iv e  le v e l  one sees how Ionesco  r e s i s t s  having an id e n t i ty  fo rced  
on him by c r i t i c s  who t r y  to  t e l l  him how and what to  w r i te .  He sees 
id eo lo g ie s  as th e  most dangerous form o f c lo sed  systems of thoughtj 
f o r  they o ften  lead  to  id o la t r i e s  or t o t a l i t a r i a n  regim es which 
channel in d iv id u a l thought fo r  t h e i r  own purposes, or e ls e  crush  i t .
He shows how people adopt th e  p re v a ilin g  id eo lo g ies  because of a 
d e s ire  to  conform and how they  t r y  to  j u s t i f y  t h e i r  conform ity  
in te l l e c tu a l ly .
In  th e  c h a ra c te r  o f B6renger, Ionesco has c re a te d  a  personage 
who does no t conform and who stan d s up fo r  the  r ig h ts  of th e  in d iv id u a l. 
He i s  a man o f good w i l l ,  whose mind can s t i l l  recogn ise  t r u th  and who 
re fu se s  to  cover i t  over w ith  any f a l s e  or incom plete id eo lo g y . He 
r e ta in s  h is  in d iv id u a l i ty ,  as w e ll  as h is  conscience and a fe e lin g  of 
r e s p o n s ib i l i ty  to  humanity. He i s  a person who f e e ls  t h a t  he i s  a 
p a r t  o f a l l  mankind of a l l  tim es r a th e r  than  only a p a r t  of th e  men 
of h is  own tim e. He i s  fo rced  in to  so li tu d e  because of h is  f i d e l i t y  
to  such an id e a l ,  and th i s  i s  what makes of him a k ind  of t r a g ic  hero.
B6renger, as se v e ra l c r i t i c s  have remarked, i s  Ionesco  
h im se lf. I t  has a ls o  been noted th a t  Io n esco 's  p lays a re  exorcism s 
of h is  own a n x ie tie s .  He has expressed , i n  h is  a r t i c l e s  as w e ll as 
through some of th e  c h a ra c te rs  in  h is  p la y s , h ie  own d e s ire  to  escape 
from th is  world and h is  yearn ing  fo r  a w orld of i n f i n i t e  beau ty  and 
t r u th .  His more s e n s i t iv e  c h a ra c te rs  express s im ila r  d e s ire s j  they 
do not f e e l  a t  one w ith  th e i r  s o c ia l  i d e n t i t i e s  and they  look fo r  
t h e i r  r e a l  s e lv e s  elsew here. They a re  unsuccessfu l when they  t r y  to  
r e l a te  them selves to  the  m a te ria l w orld, to  t h e i r  way of l i f e ,  to  the
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id e a s  and outlooks of th e i r  socie ty}  or to  t h e i r  p o sse ss io n s . T heir 
id e n ti ty }  being  only t h e i r  o u te r  sh e ll}  does no t g ive  th en  th e  l o s t  
dimension th a t  they a re  looking for*
Of sp e c ia l i n t e r e s t  i s  Io n esco 's  id ea , expressed  in  Y ictim es 
du devoir and Les C haises—two of h is  p lays in  which he i s  moat 
d i r e c t ly  concerned w ith  th e  problem of id e n t i ty —th a t  th e  r e a l  s e l f  
i s  too  complex to  be n e a tly  c a teg o rize d  or comprehended. I n  th e  
form er p lay  one sees a person  who i s  fo rced  to  f in d  f o r  h im self a 
d e f in i te  so c ia l  id e n ti ty }  b u t who i s  u n su ccessfu l because he i s  
a c tu a lly  a m u ltitude  of s e lv e s , a l l  of them i n  a s t a t e  o f f lu x . One 
a ls o  se e s , in  th e  f i n a l  scene of th e  p lay , th e  tyranny of a  so c ie ty  
which t r i e s  to  fo rce  an id e n t i ty  on a person w ithou t tak in g  in to  
account h is  in n e r  l i f e .
In  Les C haises Ionesco  shows us people who have b u i l t  f o r  
them selves i d e n t i t i e s  based on hopes, a s p ir a t io n s ,  f e a r s ,  and 
d is to r te d  memories. Such a re  the  two o ld  people o f t h i s  p lay , who 
b o ls te r  each o th er up in  t h e i r  i l l u s io n s .  As an ex ten sio n  of t h e i r  
su b je c tiv e  view of them selves, they have a lso  b u i l t  up a su b je c tiv e  
view of the w orld , which i s  j u s t  as in s u b s ta n tia l  as the  i d e n t i t i e s  
they a ss ig n  to  them selves. The t r a g ic  elem ent of th e  p lay  i s  t h a t ,  
i n  b r i e f  moments of lu c id i ty ,  the  o ld  man does r e a l iz e  th e  f l im s in e ss  
of h is  l i f e ,  b u t he then conceals i t  again  w ith  h is  i l l u s io n s ,  
la rg e ly  by in s i s t in g  th a t  th e re  i s  something of im portance i n  him 
in  s p i te  of e v ery th in g . But t h i s  som ething, which he term s h is  
message to  hum anity, tu rn s  out to  be founded on the  same u n re a l i ty  
as h is  conception  of h im se lf . I t  i s ,  in  f a c t ,  th e  u n r e a l i ty  beneath
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o n e '8 id e n t i ty  which Ionesco  exposes i n  th is  p la y .
There i s  th e  im p lic a tio n  in  Io n e sc o 's  th e a tre  th a t  one does 
no t know what h is  t ru e  s e l f  might be because of having to  adopt a 
s o c ia l  id e n t i ty .  Ionesco  expresses h is  a e s i r e  th a t  man m ight be 
o th e r than  a s o c ia l  animal and h is  c o n v ic tio n  th a t  man would be 
happ ier i f  h is  in n e r  s e l f  were given more freedom . He i s  n o t c o n te n t 
only to  expose the  problem of th e  lo s s  of th e  s e l f ;  he a lso  suggests 
se v e ra l means to  re g a in  i t*  or a t  l e a s t  to  a llow  i t  a more s a t is fy in g  
development. Perhaps the  most im p o rtan t o f th ese  i s  a new outlook) 
th e  a b i l i t y  to  see th e  f a m ilia r  world in  a new l i g h t  r a th e r  than  from 
c ry s ta l l iz e d  a t t i tu d e s .  E xerc is ing  o n e 's  m ental f a c u l t i e s  i s  ano ther 
way) and one which can be achieved through im agination) revery , and 
recourse to  a world o f fa n ta sy . A r t i s t ic  c re a tio n  i s  y e t  ano ther 
means) and one which Ionesco f e e l s  i s  in n a te  i n  man. And) f in a l ly )  
a p roductive  s o li tu d e  gives to  one th e  necessary  atmosphere he needs 
i n  o rder to  f u l f i l l  h im se lf ,
Ionesco  expresses h is  b e l i e f  th a t  th e  in d iv id u a l can achieve 
a more a u th e n tic  s e l f )  and th e re fo re  a more s a t is fy in g  balance between 
the in n e r  and the  o u te r w orlds. He o f fe rs  as r e l i e f  from th e  m alaise  
of ex is ten ce  th e  development of t h i s  in n e r  l i f e ,  and he c a l l s  f o r  a 
r e tu rn  to  th e  basic  s e l f  beneath the  s o c ia l  id e n t i ty .  I t  i s  by coming 
to  term s w ith  th e  in n e r  l i f e )  he f e e l s ,  th a t  th e  in d iv id u a l r e a l iz e s  
h is  f u l l  p o te n t ia l  as a human being .
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